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Abstract
A policy  o f  inclusion is based on values o f  equality, participation and the right o f  all pupils to 
an education appropriate to their needs. However, a values-based policy  such as inclusion can 
prove problematic when values appear to contradict one another and tensions, or dilemmas, 
arise. P olicy  based on equality o f  access and participation, and on the provision o f  an 
education appropriate to the needs o f  the individual, can create difficulties in terms o f  its 
implementation. The increase in the number o f  pupils with special educational needs 
enrolling in mainstream schools over the last ten years demonstrates a desire b y  parents to 
have their children educated in a mainstream environment with their peers. H owever, a trend 
has developed in recent years whereby som e pupils with M ild General Learning Disabilities 
(M GLD) are leaving mainstream primary and post-primary schools and transferring to 
special schools for pupils with MGLD.
The aim o f  this study is to explore factors which influenced the transfer o f  a cohort o f  pupils 
with M GLD from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils w ith M GLD, from the 
perspectives o f  key stakeholders in the transfer process. These include teachers and principals 
in mainstream and special schools, as w ell as pupils with M GLD and parents. The study also 
aims to identify differences in educational provision between both sectors. The role played by  
the stakeholders in the transfer process is also examined in order to explore issues related to 
power in decision-m aking processes with regard to educational provision for pupils with  
M GLD. A  m ultiple case study design was employed, w ith four special schools for pupils with 
M GLD participating as cases in this study. A ll participants were interview ed and a theoretical 
framework, incorporating macro and micro levels o f  analysis, was designed to guide 
interpretation o f  data.
The findings indicate that a number of factors influenced the transfer of pupils from 
mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD. These included social, 
emotional and behavioural difficulties, difficulties accessing the curriculum in mainstream 
schools, dissatisfaction with resources and supports in mainstream schools and issues relating 
to school structures and organisation. Differences in provision between mainstream and 
special schools for pupils with MGLD were identified in each of these areas. The findings 
also indicate that parents and pupils played a subordinate role in the decision-making process 
regarding the transfer to special schools.
This study is timely in light of recent policy developments in special education. 
Inconsistencies in policy with regard to educational provision for pupils with MGLD are 
identified and the findings illustrate how conflicting policy frameworks create confusion and 
uncertainty for teachers, pupils and parents.
11.1 Emerging trends
The inclusion o f  pupils with special educational needs (SEN) in mainstream primary 
and post-primary schools has been one o f  the key policy  aims o f  education in Ireland from  
the latter stages o f  the twentieth century to the present day. Inclusion represents a broad and 
significant social and political value commitment (Norwich, 2008a) whereby pupils with  
SEN, who in the past were excluded from mainstream educational provision, have the right to 
receive an education appropriate to their needs. W hile successive governments, both 
nationally and internationally, have demonstrated their commitment to furthering inclusive  
educational policies, a new trend has emerged in the Irish context which warrants further 
investigation. This new trend is evidenced in the increasing numbers o f  pupils with Mild 
General Learning Disabilities (MGLD) leaving mainstream schools and enrolling in special 
schools for pupils with M GLD, at approximately tw elve years o f  age.
1.2 Chapter overview
This chapter sets the context for this study by describing the problem statement and 
the rationale for undertaking research in the area o f  educational provision for pupils with 
M GLD. The research aim and questions are stated and this is follow ed by an outline o f  the 
purpose and scope o f  the study. An overview o f  policy  developm ent in this area provides the 
background to the study. Limitations o f  the study are then addressed and the chapter 
concludes w ith a guide to the structure o f  remaining chapters.
Chapter 1: Introduction
1.3 Problem statement
In Ireland, pupils with MGLD represent over two-thirds o f  all children with SEN in  
mainstream primary schools (Stevens & O ’Moore, 2009). W hile there is no current database 
o f  pupils with M GLD in mainstream post-primary schools, statistics, provided by the 
National Council for Special Education (NCSE, 2010a), indicate that approximately 20% o f  
all pupils allocated additional teaching hours in mainstream post-primary schools in 2010  
were pupils w ith M GLD. A recent study o f  the transfer o f  pupils aged 12 and over, from  
mainstream to special schools, found that 75% o f  pupils who enrol in special schools for 
pupils with M GLD are in this age range (Kelly & Devitt, 2010). This suggests that m any o f  
these pupils are transferring to special schools rather than going to mainstream post-primary 
schools and raises a number o f  questions in relation to the reasons pupils are transferring at a 
time when educational policy advocates inclusion o f  pupils with SEN in mainstream schools. 
It m ay be considered a surprising development given the context o f  the Education for Persons 
with Special Educational Needs Act (EPSEN) (Government o f  Ireland, 2004), which  
enshrined in law the right o f  all those with SEN to be educated in an inclusive environment 
with their peers.
A  report by the National Federation o f  Voluntary Bodies (N FV B, 2006) highlights concern 
over the prevalence o f  transfer o f  pupils from mainstream to special schools and identifies 
two key recurring factors in these instances, including a lack o f  appropriate support in 
mainstream primary and post-primary schools, and the challenges posed in the transition 
from primary to post-primary schools. The report suggests that pupils with SEN receive  
inadequate levels o f  social, behavioural and academic support in mainstream schools. A m ong  
the challenges identified in relation to the transition from mainstream primary to post-primary 
schools axe difficulties finding placement, social exclusion and issues relating to structures
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and curriculum at post-primary level. Similarly, K elly and D evitt’s (2010) study o f  the 
transfer o f  pupils from mainstream to special schools indicates that there is a number o f  
reasons pupils transfer, including academic difficulties, social, emotional and behavioural 
difficulties and difficulties related to physical and health issues. K elly and D evitt’s findings 
in relation to social difficulties experienced by pupils in mainstream schools echo those o f  
Shevlin, Kenny and Loxley (2008). Shevlin et a l.’s exploratory study o f  special educational 
provision in Ireland indicates that som e pupils transfer from mainstream to special schools to 
foster and develop social inclusion which is not always successfully achieved in mainstream  
schools. It would seem  therefore, that there are a number o f  potentially com plex and 
interacting factors w hich m ay influence the transfer o f  pupils from mainstream to special 
schools. These factors warrant further investigation in relation to the transfer o f  pupils with 
MGLD.
1.4 Research aim and questions
The aim o f  this study was to investigate factors which influenced the transfer o f  a 
cohort o f  pupils from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils w ith  M GLD from the 
perspectives o f  pupils, parents, principals and teachers in mainstream primary, post-primary 
and special schools. This study also aimed to exam ine perspectives on aspects o f  educational 
provision in mainstream primary, post-primary and special schools which contributed to the 
decision to transfer. The role o f  parents, pupils and the professionals involved in the decision  
to transfer pupils to special schools for pupils with MGLD was interrogated in order to 
explore power relations between these groups. In order to provide an in-depth study on the 
perspectives o f  parents, pupils, principals and teachers on reasons for transfer and the context 
in which this occurs, a qualitative multiple case study design was em ployed. Four special 
schools for pupils with M GLD participated, as cases, in this study. The research questions
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which frame this study sought to identify reasons w hy pupils transferred from mainstream to 
special schools. The four broad questions underpinning the study are as follows:
1. What factors influence the transfer o f  pupils with M GLD from mainstream schools to 
special schools for pupils with MGLD?
2. What are the perspectives o f  parents, pupils, teachers and principals on educational 
provision for pupils with MGLD in mainstream schools?
3. What are the perspectives o f  parents, pupils, teachers and principals on educational 
provision for pupils with MGLD in special schools for pupils with M GLD?
4. What role do parents, pupils and professionals play in the decision-m aking process 
regarding the transfer o f  pupils with M GLD from mainstream schools to special 
schools for pupils with MGLD?
1.5 Rationale for study
Pupils with M GLD represent a significant proportion o f  the population o f  pupils 
considered to have SEN. Despite this, a recent audit o f  research in the field o f  special 
education in Ireland highlights a lack o f  research in relation to this group in comparison to 
other categories o f  learning disability (Travers, Butler & O ’D onnell, 2011). Norwich and 
K elly (2005) suggest that this may be partly due to issues relating to the definition and 
categorisation o f  M GLD, which has proved to be contentious (Fletcher-Campbell, 2005; 
Tom linson, 1982). Stevens and O ’M oore (2009) conducted research on the inclusion o f  
pupils with M GLD in special schools, special classes and mainstream classes in Ireland over 
the past twenty years. In their nationwide exploratory study, they identify som e o f  the 
challenges and difficulties associated with educational provision for these pupils including 
the increasing isolation o f  special schools and poor levels o f  inclusive practice in mainstream  
primary schools.
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The current study addresses issues specifically related to the reasons w hy pupils transfer from 
mainstream to special schools. This study is tim ely and significant in light o f  recent policy  
developments in special education in relation to the inclusion o f  pupils with MGLD in 
mainstream schools, including the decision by the Department o f  Education and Skills (DES) 
to close over 100 special classes for pupils with MGLD (Travers, 2009). M oreover, this study 
is linked to broader issues o f  inclusion and the role o f  special schools in that process.
M y interest in this area o f  research stems from m y experience as a teacher in a special class 
for pupils with M GLD, in mainstream classes and in resource settings in mainstream primary 
schools. More recently, m y experience has been in teacher education as a lecturer in a co llege  
o f  education. This role has allowed m e to support teachers in their professional settings in 
special and mainstream schools. It is hoped that this study raises awareness o f  the 
experiences o f  pupils, their parents, and their teachers with regards to present educational 
provision for M GLD.
1.6 Focus and purpose of this research
Two key Irish studies have been identified in this chapter which are particularly 
relevant to the context o f  the present study. O f these, Stevens and O ’M oore’s (2009) 
longitudinal study is the only nationwide study which focuses so lely  on educational provision  
for pupils with M GLD. Their study presents evidence based on insights from resource and 
learning support teachers in mainstream primary schools and teachers in special schools for 
pupils with M GLD. Stevens and O ’Moore (2009) argue that mainstream primary schools are 
ill-prepared to cope w ith the implementation o f  a policy o f  inclusion. A  number o f  barriers to 
inclusion o f  pupils with MGLD in mainstream schools are identified as system ic  
shortcomings within the system and these include a lack o f  appropriate structures, absence o f
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policy in relation to the role o f  special schools and classes and a lack o f  knowledge and 
professional developm ent amongst teachers in mainstream and special schools. Stevens and 
O ’Moore (2009) are particularly critical o f  the General A llocation M odel (GAM ) o f  resource 
allocation in mainstream primary schools, as there is currently no record o f  the number o f  
pupils with M GLD receiving support under this m odel. Resources are allocated directly to 
primary schools rather the previous system  o f  resource allocation to individual pupils based 
on category o f  need.
W hile Stevens and O ’ M oore’s study represents the view s o f  resource teachers, learning 
support teachers and teachers in special classes for pupils with M GLD in mainstream primary 
schools, the view s o f  teachers, or principals, in mainstream post-primary schools are not 
represented. A s the majority o f  pupils who transfer to special schools for pupils with MGLD  
do so at the end o f  their mainstream primary education, this highlights the need to examine 
issues relating to the educational provision for pupils in mainstream post-primary schools in 
order to identify reasons pupils are not continuing their education in the mainstream system. 
The view s o f  mainstream class teachers in mainstream primary schools are also particularly 
relevant as they are at the very centre o f  the inclusion process. The current study offers a 
further contribution to the literature on educational provision for pupils with MGLD in 
Ireland by investigating the view s o f  principals and/or deputy principals in mainstream post­
primary schools and those o f  class teachers and principals in mainstream primary schools.
The second key study identified is K elly and D evitt’s (2010) study o f  the reasons pupils, aged 
12 and over, leave mainstream schools and seek enrolment in special schools. Their study 
exam ines this phenom enon based on a sample representing ten different categories o f  special 
school. 54 special schools participated in their study and 17 o f  these were special schools for
6
7pupils with M GLD. K elly and Devitt’s (2010) study provides a comprehensive insight into 
the reasons why pupils aged 12 and over transfer from mainstream to special schools and 
identifies academ ic and social difficulties experienced by pupils in mainstream schools 
among these reasons. The perspectives o f  parents, pupils, principals and teachers in special 
schools were sought in their study. However, the perspectives o f  teachers and principals in 
mainstream primary and post-primary schools were not sought and, as key  stakeholders in the 
provision o f  education for pupils with MGLD, their perspectives on the transfer process are 
crucial.
The inclusion o f  mainstream schools in research in this area is particularly important as the 
transfer process is initiated in the context o f  the mainstream school attended by pupils. 
Teachers and principals in these schools are central to the decision-m aking processes 
involved. Teachers and principals in mainstream schools also provide an insider perspective 
on educational provision for pupils with MGLD in mainstream schools which enables 
comparisons to be m ade between both sectors. W hile the findings o f  K elly and D evitt’s study 
represent ten different categories o f  special school, the current study focuses on the transfer 
process in the context o f  special schools for pupils with M GLD only. The perspectives o f  
teachers and principals in mainstream primary, post-primary and special schools are 
investigated, as w ell as those o f  the parents and pupils involved. The current study asks not 
only why pupils transferred, but seeks to identify the key players in the decision to transfer a 
pupil from a mainstream to a special school for pupils with M GLD.
The findings o f  the two studies discussed here (K elly & Devitt, 2010; Stevens & O ’M oore, 
2009) highlight challenges in relation the inclusion o f  pupils with M GLD in the areas o f  
curriculum, placem ent and categorization. Questions are raised in relation to the reason pupils
with M GLD transfer to special schools and in relation to educational provision for these 
pupils, and these questions form the basis o f  the current study. A  policy  aim o f  inclusion in 
mainstream schools appears to be failing for those pupils who leave the mainstream system in 
favour o f  special schools. In order to set the context for this study on the transfer o f  pupils 
with M GLD from mainstream to special schools, it is necessary to trace the development o f  
policy with regard to educational provision for this group.
1.7 Overview of policy development
Up until the latter part o f  the 20th century, there was no discem able state policy in 
relation to provision o f  special education and it was left to religious orders to provide 
services. In 1965, the Report o f  the Com m ission o f  Enquiry on Mental Handicap 
(Government o f  Ireland, 1965) made recommendations that education for pupils with MGLD  
should be provided m ainly in special schools and special classes. There was a subsequent 
increase in the number o f  special classes established in mainstream schools and this 
recommendation marked the beginning o f  a policy shift, particularly in relation to pupils with  
M GLD, influenced by a new discourse on special education which was emerging 
internationally. In the U .K ., the W am ock Report (Department for Education and Science, 
1978) and the subsequent 1981 Education Act, provided a framework for the integration o f  
pupils with SEN in mainstream schools. The practice o f  integration w as officia lly  addressed 
in an Irish policy  docum ent for the first time in a W hite Paper on Education (DES, 1980) and 
one o f  the more significant outcomes o f  policy developm ent at this tim e was the decision that 
no further special schools were to be established for pupils with M GLD (Stevens & 
O ’M oore, 2009).
The Special Education R eview  Committee (SERC) was established in 1991 to review, and 
make recommendations for, the provision o f education for children with SEN. The 
Committee outlined seven principles which it stated should serve as basic guidelines for the 
future developm ent o f  the system and which should be considered in the developm ent o f  an 
Education Act (DES, 1993). These principles included the right o f  all children to an 
appropriate education, the importance o f  individual needs as the basis for provision, the right 
o f  parents to be involved in the decision-making process, a continuum o f  provision and the 
requirement that the state provide adequate resources to ensure appropriate provision. The 
SERC Report (D ES, 1993) estimated that 5,500 pupils with M GLD were enrolled in primary 
and post-primary special classes and special schools in the school year 1990/1991. In the 
absence o f  an officia l database, the Report estimated that a further 699 pupils were attending 
mainstream primary schools in ordinary classes. The Report identified gaps in provision, 
curriculum developm ent and teacher education. It m ade specific recommendations regarding 
the education o f  pupils with MGLD, including a recommendation to expand special class 
provision in mainstream primary and post-primary schools.
Internationally, a policy  discourse was emerging which reflected the principles and values o f  
a rights-based m ovem ent towards inclusion. Article 28 o f  the 1989 United Nations 
Convention on the Rights o f  the Child referred to the right o f  all children w ith disabilities to 
an education responsive to their individuality (United Nations Children’s Fund [UNICEF],
2004). However, it was the powerful impact o f  the Salamanca Statement (United Nations 
Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation [UNESCO], 1994) which stimulated change 
at an international level. Representatives o f  92 governments, including Ireland, agreed the 
Salamanca Statement on the education o f  disabled children and adopted a new Framework 
for Action (UNESC O , 1994). This rights-based perspective signalled the em ergence o f  a
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policy o f  inclusion which would have a significant impact on services provided by special 
schools.
The 1998 Education Act (Government o f  Ireland, 1998) represented a legally  binding 
recognition o f  the right o f  all children to receive an education appropriate to their needs in the 
school o f  their parents’ choice. A  policy o f  inclusion was developing at an unprecedented 
rate, the consequences o f  which were beginning to impact on special schools, including those 
for pupils with MGLD. According to the Irish National Teachers Organisation (INTO), the 
profile o f  pupils attending special schools began to change with pupils presenting “with a 
variety o f  secondary difficulties or with multiple difficulties” (INTO, 2002, p. 8) and schools 
were concerned about their capacity to meet their obligations under the Education A ct to 
provide an appropriate education to these pupils. The INTO also referred to a lack o f  
developm ent o f  the SERC (DES, 1993) recommendations in relation to a continuum o f  
provision. Rather than developing links between mainstream and special schools, policy  
development seem ed to be focused on inclusion in mainstream schools. Stevens and 
O ’Moore (2009) highlight the fact that in the period from 1999 to 2003, no DES circulars 
were issued to special schools w hile mainstream primary schools received a number o f  
circulars in relation to allocation o f  resources, including teachers and special needs assistants 
(SN A ). During this period the number o f  pupils attending special schools for pupils with 
M GLD continued to decline w hile there was an increase in those attending mainstream  
primary schools. According to the National Intellectual D isability  Database (N ID D ), the 
number o f  pupils with M GLD receiving the support o f  resource teachers in mainstream  
schools increased from 26 in 1996 to 283 by 2004 , w hile the numbers attending special 
schools decreased from 2813 to 2039 during the same period (K elly, K elly and Craig, 2007; 
Mulvany, 2000).
In 2004, the EPSEN A ct (Government o f  Ireland, 2004) enshrined in law the right o f  all 
children w ith SEN to be educated in “an inclusive environment with those who do not have 
such needs” and their right to “avail o f  and benefit from, appropriate education as do their 
peers” (p. 5). This rights-based legislation was significant in the context o f  special schools for 
a number o f  reasons. Firstly, inclusion was defined in terms o f  the right to placem ent in  
mainstream schools and the role o f  special schools was unclear in the context o f  this 
interpretation. Secondly, the recommendation o f  the SERC Report (DES, 1993) for a 
continuum o f  provision seemed to be at odds with the direction policy  was taking with the 
emphasis on right o f  access to mainstream schools. The A ct provided a statutory basis for the 
NCSE, which assumed responsibility for the allocation o f  resources. The Act also enshrined 
in law the right o f  parents to be actively involved in the assessm ent process and subsequent 
formulation o f  an Individual Education Plan (IEP), which signalled the introduction o f  a 
policy o f  individualisation. The introduction o f  an individualised approach to provision  
marked a change from a system o f  labelling, or group categorisation o f  children, in order to 
receive resources (NCSE, 2006).
The DES introduced a new system  o f  resource allocation in 2005 (DES, 2005a) to 
mainstream primary schools which was o f  particular significance to pupils with M GLD. A  
system  o f  general allocation o f  resources, com m only known as the GAM , replaced the 
previous system  o f  individual allocation based on category o f  need. M GLD was described as 
a high incidence disability, along with borderline M GLD and specific learning disabilities. 
Schools were empowered to allocate additional teaching resources to pupils in the high  
incidence category in a flexible manner based on each pupil’s individual needs. Because  
schools no longer needed to apply for resource allocation for pupils with M GLD, the need to 
seek the categorisation o f  these pupils through psychological assessm ent no longer existed,
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resulting in a decrease in the number o f  pupils registered in this category. The number o f  
pupils with M GLD registered as receiving additional support in mainstream primary schools 
fell from 283 in 2004 to 116 in 2007 (Stevens & O ’M oore, 2009). Currently, the NCSE no 
longer accepts requests for the individual allocation o f  resource teaching hours for pupils 
with M GLD. H owever, as the GAM only applies at primary level, post-primary schools 
continue to apply to the NCSE for additional teaching support for pupils w ith M GLD. In 
2009, 19% o f  applications granted by the NCSE for additional teaching support, and 9% o f  
applications for access to an SNA, at post-primary level were allocated to pupils with MGLD  
(NCSE, 2009).
M ore recent policy developm ent has been heavily influenced by  econom ic considerations. In 
2008, the implementation o f  sections o f  the EPSEN Act (2004) relating to assessm ent and 
IEPs was deferred indefinitely as a result o f  budgetary cutbacks across the education sector. 
There was a decrease in the number o f  pupils in special classes for pupils with MGLD  
between 2004/2005 and 2008/2009 (K elly & Devitt, 2009) and, in February 2009, the DES 
indicated its intention to close 128 special classes for pupils with M GLD. This development 
would seem  to indicate that preference towards a two-track system  o f  educational provision is 
developing rather than a continuum o f  provision for pupils with M GLD. The choice o f  
provision for m any pupils with MGLD is now between special schools and mainstream  
classes, w ith the majority opting for mainstream provision.
1.8 Special schools for pupils with Mild General Learning Disabilities -  recent trends
The developm ent o f  a policy o f  inclusion has impacted on all special schools  
including those for pupils with MGLD. The concerns o f  teachers working in special schools 
in Ireland are highlighted in a 2006 report entitled S p ec ia l S ch ools in  T ran sition  (McCarthy
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& Kenny, 2006). These concerns relate to the increase in numbers o f  pupils aged 12 and over 
attending special schools. Concern was also expressed about the lack o f  clear policy in 
relation to the future role o f  special schools, which resulted in a fear am ongst staff that 
schools would close, and a feeling o f  isolation and unease in terms o f  future policy  
development. Although this report did not focus specifically on special schools for pupils 
with M GLD, the results were representative o f  the view s o f  teachers across the sector. The 
recommendations o f  the report include the need for a broad interpretation o f  inclusion and 
clarity in relation to the role o f  special schools in the context o f  policy developm ent.
Currently there are 30 special schools for pupils with M GLD in Ireland, the majority o f  
which are situated in urban areas (Stevens & O ’M oore, 2009). There is evidence that many 
pupils attending have com plex or additional needs. A  study o f  challenging behaviour in Irish 
special schools (K elly, Carey & McCarthy, 2004) found that 68% o f  schools, which  
responded to the survey, had som e pupils attending with more than one type o f  special need. 
Similarly, Stevens and O ’Moore (2009) report that 71% o f  teachers in special schools 
surveyed in their study felt that either all, or most, o f  their pupils had additional needs. These 
studies indicate that special schools for pupils w ith MGLD are now  catering for pupils with 
MGLD o f  predom inately post-primary age, the majority o f  whom  transferred from  
mainstream schools. It would also appear that m any o f  the pupils attending special schools in 
Ireland have com plex or additional needs. This raises questions about the ability o f  
mainstream primary and post-primary schools to provide adequate support for these pupils 
and highlights the need to identify factors which influence the transfer o f  pupils with M GLD  
from mainstream primary and post-primary schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD. 
The aim o f  the current study was to identify these factors.
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1.9 Scope and limitations of research
This study was lim ited by the time frame allowed for data-collection and completion  
o f  the research. W hile the perspectives o f  the key stakeholders in the transfer process were 
investigated in this study, this is not to say that there are not other stakeholders who have 
information to contribute including SNAs, psychologists, speech and language therapists, or 
other groups involved in educational provision for pupils with M GLD. H owever the groups 
chosen were deem ed to represent the key stakeholders in decision-m aking processes 
regarding educational provision for pupils with M GLD.
1.10 Structure of thesis
This chapter has set the context and outlined the puipose, aim and research questions 
underpinning this study. Chapter 2 presents the theoretical framework which acts as a lens for 
analysis in this study. In Chapter 3, a review o f  the literature on educational provision for 
pupils with M GLD in mainstream and specials schools is presented which draws on a w ide  
range o f  national and international studies. The research m ethodology is described and 
justified in Chapter 4. The findings o f  the study are presented and analysed in Chapter 5. 
Chapter 6 presents a summary and discussion o f  the key findings o f  the research w hile  
Chapter 7 concludes with som e reflections on the research process and also considers the 




Denzin and Lincoln (2005) describe all research as interpretive as it is guided by the 
researcher’s beliefs and assumptions about the world and how  it should be understood and 
studied. Research techniques emerge from a theoretical position which reflects values and 
dispositions towards the social world (Gray & D enicolo, 1998). This chapter is concerned 
with the construction o f  a theoretical framework which is informed by an interpretive 
research paradigm- Elements o f  critical theory are also drawn upon in order to construct a 
framework which highlights the tensions and com plexities within the field o f  special 
education. This framework is designed to guide interpretation and analysis at different levels. 
In relation to the current study, m acro-level analysis is conducted within the context o f  
ideological tensions, or dilemmas o f  difference (Norwich, 2002), in special education. M icro­
level analysis is conducted within the context o f  tensions at a more pragmatic level which  
relate to com peting policy frameworks. This m icro-level analysis is necessary to draw 
attention to the com plexities o f  the context in which these dilemmas o f  difference occur and 
to interrogate issues o f  power and dominance with regard to policy  in special education. 
Drawing on these two theoretical perspectives allow s for the construction o f  a broad 
conceptual framework based on the relationship between these two perspectives, the 
identified research problem and an interpretive paradigm. A  conceptual m odel incorporating 
both ideological and pragmatic perspectives is presented to act as a lens for analysis.
2.2 An Interpretive paradigm
The central tenet o f  the interpretive paradigm is to understand the subjective world o f  
human experience. In this study, the experiences and perspectives o f  pupils w ith M GLD,
Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework
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their parents, teachers and principals are the focus o f  inquiry. There are a number o f  
underlying assumptions which guide the study in terms o f  theory, methods and analysis. 
These include a relativist ontology, a subjectivist, or transactional, epistem ology and a 
naturalistic set o f  m ethodological procedures (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).
2.2 .1  R e la tiv is t o n to lo g y
A  relativist ontology is based on the b e lie f that there are m ultiple constructed realities 
which can only be studied holistically. Lincoln and Guba (1985) assert that the case study 
m ethodology is particularly suited to the description o f  m ultiple realities encountered at any 
given site. The study is set in its natural setting as context is implicated in meaning. However, 
the theoretical framework underpinning this study asserts that understanding o f  special 
education is itse lf a construction o f  historical and social influences, and as such, a theoretical 
framework based on a relativist v iew  should acknowledge these influences. It is not enough 
to interpret individual constructions o f  experience, it is also necessary to interpret why  
individuals construct the interpretations that they do. The perspectives and understandings o f  
pupils, principals, teachers and parents are shaped by  their experiences in specific contexts 
and the discourses used to describe these experiences are both socially and historically 
influenced. The notion that interpretation is guided by social forces and is influenced by the 
dynamics o f  power-relations is a central tenet o f  the critical hermeneutic tradition. Kincheloe 
and M cClaren (2005) identify one o f  the basic assumptions o f  this tradition as being that all 
thought is fundamentally mediated by power relations that are socially and historically 
constructed. One o f  the underlying assumptions central to this study is that interpretation is 
not value-free and that any research which claims to contribute towards an understanding o f  
phenomena in the area o f  special education must acknow ledge the com plexity in nature o f  the 
social and historical forces which have helped shape policy  and discourse in this area. W hile  
not claiming to be overtly transformative, or emancipatory, in terms o f  the empowerment o f
any individuals or groups, this study attempts to give vo ice to the interpretations o f  
principals, teachers, parents and pupils with MGLD with regards to the reasons som e pupils 
with M GLD leave mainstream schools to enrol in special schools for pupils with M GLD. In 
this way, the interpretative paradigm which is presented here draws on elements o f  the 
critical hermeneutic tradition in order to provide a broader analytical lens which recognises 
the com plexity o f  the research problem identified.
2 .2 .2  S u b jec tiv is t ep istem ology
A  subjectivist epistem ology is based on the assumption that the knower and the 
know ing co-create understandings to construct transactional know ledge (D enzin and Lincoln,
2005). Research is an interactive and transactional process whereby the history and 
biographies o f  both researcher and participants shape the research process. The process o f  
research is hermeneutic and the researcher is the research instrument. A s the researcher, I 
elect to use m y se lf as a primary data-gathering instrument w hile acknowledging that past 
experiences, both as a teacher and lecturer in the area o f  special education, influence 
interpretations. Research techniques emerge from a theoretical position which must be 
acknowledged and m ade known from the outset.
2 .2 .3  N a tu ra lis tic  m eth o d o lo g ica l p ro ced u res
Qualitative research involves study in the natural setting in w hich phenomena occur in 
order to interpret these phenomena in terms o f  the meanings people bring to them (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2005). Context and meaning are inseparable and cannot be studied in isolation from  
each other. Conducting research in the context in which phenom ena occur is crucial i f  
findings are to have m eaning in similar contexts. A  multiple case study design w as chosen as 
a strategy o f  inquiry as it allowed the special schools for pupils with M GLD to becom e the 
focus o f  inquiry. The special schools also represent the context in which the research problem
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was situated. A  m ultiple case study design is concerned with the identification o f  common  
characteristics, or differences, between individual cases which facilitates an understanding o f  
a particular phenom enon in the context in which it occurs (Stake, 2006). There is recognition 
that each case, or special school, represents a com plex entity embedded in a number o f  
contexts including the social, historical and political contexts which underpin the chosen  
theoretical framework guiding this study. The interview was chosen as the main data- 
collecting m ethod as a m eans to obtaining the perspectives o f  parents, teachers, principals 
and pupils with M GLD on the reasons pupils transferred from mainstream to special schools. 
Research methods are outlined in greater detail in Chapter 4.
In order to construct a theoretical framework within this interpretive context, shifts in 
understanding, or know ledge, o f  special education and the underlying values which have 
influenced these are outlined. A  number o f  theoretical perspectives, which m ay provide an 
analytical lens for research, have been identified in the field o f  special education. Clark, 
D yson and M illward (1998) suggest that such theories reflect the values, assumptions and 
priorities o f  their time. In an attempt to characterise som e o f  the developm ents that have  
taken place in the theorising o f  special education towards the end o f  the last century they  
offer two broad paradigms, positivist and post-positivist, which reflect differing view s o f  
learning disabilities.
2.3 Positivist and post-positivist paradigms
The positivist paradigm was the driving force in shaping policy, discourse and 
practice in special education throughout the course o f  the last century and was characterised 
by a psycho-m edical v iew  o f  learning disabilities (Clark et. ah, 1998). Based on the 
assumption that learning difficulties were due to pathological impairment, or deficit, the 
positivist approach relied on methods o f  the natural sciences to investigate learning
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difficulties. This perspective, which shaped discourse and p o licy  in special education, has 
been criticised in recent years for its emphasis on within-child factors, or individual 
impairment, as a means o f  explaining and addressing learning difficulties.
Other perspectives, or theories, have emerged which focus not on the individual but on the 
context, including social, cultural and educational, in which these difficulties occur and are 
described. Included am ong these perspectives is the social constructionist v iew  (e.g. 
Tomlinson, 1982) which describes disability and special education as social constructs which  
have been devised as a means o f  disempowering and m arginalising certain groups in society. 
Other perspectives (e.g. Slee, 2008) focus on social institutions, such as schools, claim ing  
that a system o f  special education has been developed in order to m anage failure on the part 
o f  schools to m eet the educational needs o f  all pupils. Clark et al. (1998) suggest that this 
perspective marked the emergence o f  a new post-positivist paradigm w hich is underpinned by  
a particular values orientation. Analysis o f  special education is underpinned b y  the 
assumption that those with learning difficulties have been disem pow ered, disadvantaged and 
excluded by a system  which, heretofore, was dominated by a psycho-m edical paradigm. 
Perspectives within the post-positivist paradigm do not claim  to be value-free; on the 
contrary, they adopt a stance which argues that special education has served as a m eans o f  
oppression and disempowerment. Principles o f  rights, equity, inclusion and participation are 
values which shape the nature o f  inquiry and the interpretation o f  findings o f  any inquiry. 
Clark et al. acknow ledge that the post-positivist paradigm has g iven  a new  vitality to the field  
o f  special education w hile at the same time alluding to the sam e m isgivings identified by  
Thomas and Loxley when they referred to the “sim plifying tendency o f  theory” (2007, p. 10) 
in the social sciences. Theoretical frameworks m ay distort and m isconstrue social worlds 
when they dominate thought and permanently dictate the direction o f  analysis. In other
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words, there is a danger that a chosen theoretical framework m ay not actually represent the 
phenomena under investigation and in an effort to ‘fit’ findings into a particular theory, 
interpretation m ay not reflect the context and meaning represented in the data.
Clark et al. (1998) suggest that the critique and deconstruction o f  special education in terms 
o f  its underlying social processes has been the concern o f  inquiry within the post-positivist 
paradigm. W hile this is deemed reputable and necessary, there are a number o f  issues which  
arise as a result o f  this. The first is the assumption that special education is a socially  
constructed phenom enon. This implies that the function o f  critique is to deconstruct special 
education until it no longer exists. Attempts to deconstruct the special education know ledge  
tradition are seen as necessary in order to reconstruct it in a way that avoids its unintentional 
negative consequences (Skrtic, 1995). Am ong these negative consequences, Skrtic includes 
theories o f  human pathology and organizational rationality which underpinned discourse and 
practice in special education in the latter half o f  the twentieth century. The second issue  
identified by Clark et al. (1998) is the assumption that the values o f  inclusion, equity and 
participation becom e the lens through which special education is critiqued, regardless o f  the 
m ode o f  enquiry.
The problem arises in relation to the issue o f  values. W hile values, such as rights, equality, 
justice and participation need to be considered, they are not unproblematic especially w hen  
tensions arise. Clark et al. refer to the com plexities o f  educational values, highlighting the 
fact that educational system s are charged with realising m ultiple values which m ay result in  
contradictions and tensions. Equity, for example, as a value, m ay be seen to contradict the 
right o f  the child to educational provision based on individual needs. Stone (2002) also 
highlights the difficulties surrounding the notion o f  equity, and uses this term to denote
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distributions regarded as fair, even though inequalities m ay be necessary to ensure fairness, 
or distributive justice. Clark et al. (1998) stress the need to acknow ledge that the values o f  
equity and inclusion have to be realised in ways which are imperfect and often contradictory. 
Understanding how this process is realised must be done through a lens which acknowledges 
the com plexity o f  the field o f  special education, the historical forces which have helped shape 
it and the power structures involved in its production. Therefore, the theoretical lens through 
which interpretation and analysis should occur is one which recognises the dilemmas and 
tensions within special education and its complexity. A ny discussion, or analysis o f  issues 
relating to inclusion, must identify the values on which it is based and recognise the 
dilemmas and tensions which arise when these values appear to contradict each other.
2.4 Dilemmas of difference
N orw ich (2002) presents a case for a dilemmatic perspective o f  educational provision  
for children with SEN, which recognises the links and tensions betw een social and individual 
values and m odels. Norw ich argues that, due to these tensions or dilem m as, there can be no 
coherent set o f  values, or ideological purity, which justifies policy and practice at all levels in 
education. Tension arises between the educational values o f  m eeting individual needs and 
promoting inclusion for all. Just as Clark et al. argue for an alternative framework, Norwich  
criticises the “false opposition o f  individual and social m odels” (2002, p. 494) and proposes a 
perspective which acknowledges that SEN cannot be conceptualised without consideration o f  
how institutions and society respond to, and accommodate, diversity. This is not to suggest 
that these perspectives cannot contribute to the analysis o f  the field o f  special education, 
rather it recognises that they do so at different levels o f  analysis. The social values 
underpinning policy m ay be socially constructed and analysis at this level m ay be guided by  
the underlying assumptions o f  a social constructionist perspective. H owever, analysis o f
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educational provision must also include recognition o f  individual needs and differences 
which are based on the interaction between within-child and environmental factors (Norwich  
& K elly, 2005). What is required then, is a theoretical framework which recognises the 
dilemmas posed by ambiguous values underpinning special education provision and which  
provides a lens that embraces “the com plex and recursive relationships between m ultiple and 
competing values and the complex contexts within which they may or m ay not be realised” 
(Clark et al., 1998, p. 171). This framework is constructed, in this study, within the broader 
context o f  an interpretive paradigm.
The theoretical framework chosen as a set o f  thinking tools for this study is one which  
attempts to acknow ledge the need to address the com plexities o f  special education at different 
levels o f  analysis. The theoretical framework endeavours to incorporate analysis at macro and 
micro levels. Macro level analysis examines findings in the context o f  the dilemmatic 
perspective outlined by  Norwich (2002). This perspective is concerned with issues in special 
education as ideological dilemmas. Micro level analysis uses a m odel o f  policy  frameworks 
which allows analysis o f  the com plexities, referred to by Clark et ah, to take place, with  
particular focus on the “workings o f  power in special needs education” (1998, p.171). These  
com plexities focus on how  policy problems and issues are resolved at a pragmatic level, by  
whom  and for w hose benefit.
2 .4 .1  M a cro -le v e l an a lysis
The conflicting ideological perspectives, outlined in this chapter, which have led to 
“dilemmas o f  difference” (Norwich, 2002, p. 496) in special educational provision act as a 
framework for analysis at macro-level in this study. According to Norw ich, the social values 
which shape educational provision include the values o f  equity, individuality and power-
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sharing. Difference m ay be conceptualised in positive or negative terms. In negative terms, it 
may be perceived as representing lower status, or value, which leads to inequality in the way  
people are treated. V iew ed positively, difference represents a recognition and celebration o f  
individuality. R ecognising difference in the context o f  special education means 
acknowledging individual needs and the need for educational provision to m eet these needs, 
which m ay differ from regular provision. Not recognising difference m ay lead to inadequate 
educational provision. This is where the tension lies between values o f  inclusion and 
individuality. These tensions are highlighted when one perspective dominates over others.
Norwich (1993) identifies four areas which are relevant to the social values o f  equality, 
individuality and power-sharing as the basis for analysis o f  dilem m as o f  difference in special 
education. These areas include curriculum, identification, parent-professional influences and 
placement. Curriculum includes questions about com m onality and difference in relation to 
what children should learn. If a common curriculum, in terms o f  learning content, is offered 
to all pupils, are these learning experiences relevant to those w ith SEN? This issue reflects a 
more general tension between equality and pluralism. Identification includes issues such as 
assessm ent, labelling and categorisation. Norwich (1993) suggests that this issue represents a 
tension between recognising individuality and maintaining respect for the person. Parent- 
professional influences include issues which reflect the tension between choice and power, 
provider and user interests. Finally, placement refers to issues about where children should  
learn and with whom . This issue reflects tensions around segregation and inclusion.
These four areas are addressed in this study in relation to special schools for pupils with  
MGLD. The concept o f  dilemmas o f  difference provides a framework for analysis o f  the 
perspectives o f  parents, pupils, principals and teachers on the issue o f  transfer o f  pupils from
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mainstream to special schools for pupils with MGLD. N orw ich (2008a) describes policy and 
practice as “the attempted resolutions to these dilemmas, which can turn out to be unstable” 
(p. 27). This dilemmatic perspective provides a framework w hich embraces the history and 
com plexities o f  special education at an ideological level. H owever, at a more pragmatic 
level, resolution o f  policy  tensions are also determined by how  problems are defined (Riddell, 
2002) and various interest groups, with often com peting discourses, w ill endeavour to 
influence the construction o f  policies. Analysis at a m icro-level examines these issues in the 
Irish context in terms o f  how they influence policy for pupils with M GLD at the level o f  
practice.
2 .4 .2  M icro -lev e l an a lysis
Analysis at m icro-level in this study focuses on policy in special education and how  
competing policy m odels, or frameworks, impact on provision for those with SEN. Policy  
frameworks are also useful tools for analysis o f  the balance o f  power in the production o f  
policy in special education. This includes analysis o f  how  policy im plem entation is subject to 
power held by different stakeholders, at different tim es. A nalysis o f  policy is based on Kirp’s 
(1982), and more recently Riddell’s (2002), m odel o f  administrative justice, as illustrated in 
Table 1.
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Table 1 : S ix  N o rm a tive  M o d e ls  o f  A dm in istra tive  J u stice
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Table 1 illustrates different policy m odels, or frameworks, which com pete to achieve 
dominance in special education. Policy frameworks reflect policy  choices, or responses to 
policy problems (Kirp, 1982). A  policy framework is characterised by specific forms o f  
decision-m aking, legitim izing goals, nature o f  accountability and characteristic remedy for 
the user (Riddell, 2002). A  bureaucratic policy framework reflects a concern for consistency  
and internal accountability, whereas a professional policy framework reflects a v iew  that 
policy  problems are best settled by recourse to professional expertise. A  legal policy  
framework is concerned with equity and rights, and provides dissatisfied users with recourse 
to appeal through the courts. Managerialism reflects an attempt to achieve greater efficiency  
and value for m oney from public services, w hile consum erism  allow s for a greater 
contribution and participation for the public in terms o f  policy  formation. Marketization is a 
p olicy  m odel based on the b e lie f that market forces should determine the viability o f  services. 
Policy frameworks often coexist and conflict with each other as few  p o licy  problems are 
defined in terms o f  one or other framework (Kirp, 1982). Kirp maintains that these 
frameworks are not m erely descriptive; they represent alternative values such as equality, 
rights, fairness and expertise. Conflict occurs when coexisting frameworks represent different 
values and this is reflected in policy development in the area o f  special education in Ireland.
A professional policy  framework dominated special educational provision for the latter h a lf  
o f  the 20th century. Professionals, particularly the m edical and psychological professions, 
dominated in the decision-m aking process. D ecisions in relation to the assessm ent, 
identification and placem ent o f  those with SEN were the preserve o f  these professionals and 
their influence did, and continues to, w ield considerable power. H ow ever, fo llow ing the 
Education A ct (Government o f  Ireland, 1998), a rights-based policy  o f  inclusion was 
advocated, resulting in a power-shift in terms o f  decision-m aking and practice in special
education. An entitlement for all to education, which is enshrined in legislation, has resulted 
in greater numbers o f  children with disabilities seeking access to mainstream schools. A  
system  o f  resource allocation by categorisation w as an attempt to ensure equity in provision 
and, as such, bureaucratic and legal policy frameworks dominated in the decision-m aking  
process. H owever, the absence o f  specific legislation regarding the entitlement o f  pupils with 
SEN led to the emergence o f  a stronger bureaucratic framework whereby resource allocation 
was determined by  category o f  SEN rather than individual needs. A  reliance on professionals, 
usually psychologists, to provide this categorisation resulted in the coexistence o f  
bureaucratic and professional frameworks.
Legislation regarding entitlement for pupils with SEN came in the form o f  the EPSEN Act 
(Government o f  Ireland, 2004) which enshrined in law the rights o f  those with SEN to be  
educated in an inclusive environment with peers who did not have such needs. This framed 
the concept o f  inclusion firmly in the context o f  location, that location being the mainstream  
school. The EPSEN Act gave legal entitlement to parents, as consum ers, to be involved in the 
decision making process and provided them with an appeals procedure which was an effort to 
empower them. H owever, failure to fully enact this legislation meant that the legal policy  
framework which it represents has been severely weakened. Professional and bureaucratic 
frameworks continue to dominate in special education. The introduction o f  the GAM  in 
primary schools, as a system  o f  resource allocation, has resulted in the increased 
professionalization o f  special education with regard to po licy  for pupils with MGLD. A s  
resource allocation is no longer based on categorisation for this group, the consistency which  
is a characteristic feature o f  a bureaucratic framework no longer applies. Resource allocation 
is determined by professionals, m ainly teachers, for these pupils in mainstream primary 
schools.
W hile bureaucratic, professional and legal frameworks have predom inately featured with 
regard to po licy  in SEN, more recently a managerial framework has com e to the fore with the 
demand for efficiency and value for m oney in the public service. The recent reduction in 
number o f  special classes for pupils with MGLD is an exam ple o f  the pow er o f  this type o f  
framework. W here the service being provided is deemed to be ineffective, or no longer 
econom ically viable, then that service may be withdrawn. The dominance o f  any particular 
framework is a highly political activity where proponents o f  different frameworks are in 
competition with each other (Riddell, 2002). The importance o f  the distinctions between  
frameworks is that they determine what will be provided, by whom , and on what terms. 
Choices am ongst frameworks “embody choices about the allocation o f  power” (Kirp, 1982, 
p. 139). T hey em body conceptions o f  policy in special education.
2.5 Summary
Theoretical perspectives with regard to special education were outlined in this 
chapter. The experiences o f  parents, principals, teachers and pupils are analysed, in this 
study, using both ideological and pragmatic levels o f  analysis which acknow ledge the 
com plexity o f  special educational provision, not only in terms o f  the historical forces and 
power struggles which have shaped it, but also in terms o f  the policy  frameworks which  
interact to determine the outcom e o f  these struggles. Four areas are identified by N orw ich  
(1993) as the basis for analysis o f  dilemmas o f  difference in special education. These include 
curriculum, identification, placement and parent-professional influences. The theoretical 
perspective which acts as a lens for analysis is situated within a broader conceptual 
framework underpinned by the interpretive paradigm w hich is central to this study. Figure 1 
illustrates this conceptual framework.
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Figure 1 illustrates a conceptual framework, underpinned by  the basic assumptions o f  the 
interpretive approach, which guides this study in terms o f  theory, methods and analysis. 
These assumptions include a relativist ontology, a subjectivist epistem ology and a naturalistic 
set o f  m ethodological procedures. Interpretation and analysis is conducted at both macro and 
m icro-levels w hich represent ideological and pragmatic perspectives on dilemmas within the 
field o f  special education.
2.6 Conclusion
The theoretical lens for analysis o f  findings in this study w as outlined in this chapter. 
A  broad conceptual framework was constructed w hich illustrates the relationship between the 
interpretive paradigm, theoretical perspectives at both an ideological and a pragmatic levels  
o f  analysis, and the identified research problem. Chapter 3 presents a review  o f  the literature.
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The aim o f  this study was to investigate factors which influenced the transfer o f  a 
cohort o f  pupils with M GLD from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with  
MGLD. This chapter presents a review o f  the literature on educational provision for pupils 
with M GLD, drawing on a wide range o f  studies conducted in an international and Irish 
context. W hile this literature review draws attention to research on educational provision in 
mainstream and special schools, the intention is not to develop an argument for or against 
either form o f  provision, but to highlight issues pertaining to inclusion and inclusive practice 
across both sectors. Slee (2008) is critical o f  what he describes as “academic skirm ishes” (p. 
100) which involve arguments between traditional special education and inclusive education. 
Slee argues that the problem, in the context o f  inclusion, is not w ith the special school but 
with the co-dependence o f  mainstream and special school system s in the concealm ent o f  
failure. In other words, both forms o f  provision are struggling with the im plem entation o f  a 
policy  o f  inclusion as more pupils are presenting w ith a greater com plexity and diversity o f  
needs. Lindsay (2007) argues that inclusion should not be conceptualised as the opposite o f  
segregation and highlights the lack o f  a research base for inclusive education to support 
whether it is a preferable approach in terms o f  educational outcom es. Therefore any po licy  
that stipulates that pupils with SEN should be facilitated in mainstream schools is a values- 
based rather than empirically-based position. In the previous chapter, a theoretical framework 
based on a concept o f  dilemmas o f  difference was outlined. The follow ing section attempts to 
situate this study within current international debates on inclusion and special educational 
provision.
Chapter 3: Literature Review
3.1 Introduction
Based on the values o f  human rights and social justice, a philosophy o f  inclusion  
underpins educational provision for pupils with SEN in many countries (Winter and O ’Raw, 
2010). Recent legislation in the Irish context, including the EPSEN A ct (2004), enshrines in 
law the right o f  pupils w ith SEN to be educated in an inclusive environment w ith those who 
do not have such needs. Inclusion in Ireland is, therefore, firm ly linked to placement in a 
mainstream school. H owever, in their analysis o f  debates with regard to inclusion, Kavale 
and Fom ess (2000) argue that the emphasis on special education as a place deflects attention 
away from the fact that special education is a more comprehensive process w hose dynamics 
are major contributors to its success or failure. In other words, a system  o f  special education 
cannot act independently, as a separate system, but must formulate policy  in response to the 
attitudes, perceptions and behaviours o f  general education. These attitudes include those o f  
teachers, principals, pupils and parents in mainstream schools and classes towards inclusion 
o f  pupils w ith SEN.
Inclusion has also been described as a process, rather than in terms o f  a particular location. 
For example, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation 
(UNESCO ) define inclusion as “a process o f  addressing and responding to the diversity o f  
needs o f  all learners” (2005, p. 13). Inclusion is thus concerned with responding to the needs 
o f  all learners rather than any particular group. This raises questions in relation to the nature 
and purpose o f  special education particularly where it is seen as a parallel, or separate, system  
o f  education to that provided to pupils without SEN. Thomas and Loxley (2007) assert that 
one o f  the most enduring features o f  special education is the construction and management o f  
difference. B y identifying a group o f  pupils as special they are afforded a new  identity within
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the school system. This may be viewed positively as recognising difference, or diversity, is 
part o f  the underlying philosophy o f  inclusion.
H owever, there have been many criticisms o f  special education as a m eans o f  accommodating 
the diversity o f  learners, including those with disabilities (Skrtic, 1995; Slee, 2008; 
Tomlinson, 1982). Florian (2007) also questions the legitim acy o f  special education and 
suggests that the idea o f  special education as a separate system  to that which is provided to 
the majority has been challenged by an understanding o f  inclusion as accomm odating all 
learners within one education system. She argues that special education can never be  
considered a good thing as long as it remains focused on difference. Assum ptions about 
difference and normality interact in ways which reproduce dilem mas o f  access and equity. As 
a result, special education reinforces the exclusionary practices o f  the general education 
system.
W hile recognising difference may be considered necessary i f  the individual needs o f  learners 
are to be met, Artiles (1998), in his discussion o f  overrepresentation o f  m inority groups in 
special education in the US, also argues that the w ay difference is treated raises com plex  
dilemmas. Artiles refers to the work o f  M inow (1990) to support his argument, as M inow  
suggests that dilem mas o f  difference exist because o f  the link betw een difference and 
abnormality, or stigma. The centrality o f  dilemmas o f  difference to special educational 
provision is also recognised by Nilhom  (2007) who argues that dilem m as w ill arise as a result 
o f  the contradiction between the provision o f  som ething similar to all children at the same  
time as individual differences are taken into account.
These issues form the basis o f  Norw ich’s (2008) study o f  international perspectives on  
dilemmas o f  difference, inclusion and disability. Norwich argues that the basic dilemma is  
whether to recognise and respond to differences, as there are negative implications associated  
with stigma and devaluation. His study focuses on dilemmas o f  difference in three related 
areas including identification, curriculum and placement. Educationalists from three 
countries, including the U S, UK  and the Netherlands participated in his study. W hile the U S  
and UK  are identified as having continuum-oriented system s o f  special educational provision, 
the Netherlands was chosen as it operated a two-track system  o f  separate or general 
educational provision for pupils with SEN. Participants in N orw ich’s study were asked 
whether or not they recognised dilemmas in the three areas outlined. The findings indicate 
that the majority o f  participants in all three countries recognised dilem m as in all three areas. 
The theoretical framework outlined in Chapter 2 o f  the current study draws on the different 
understandings o f  the com plexity o f  inclusion reflected in the literature internationally, and in 
particular, on the concept o f  dilemmas o f  difference as a lens for analysis.
The structure o f  this literature review follow s the areas, identified as part o f  the theoretical 
framework, as relevant to the social values o f  equality, individuality and power-sharing. 
These include issues relating to identification and categorization o f  M GLD, placem ent, 
curriculum and finally, parent-professional influences (Norwich, 1993). Each o f  these areas 
represents a dilem ma in terms o f  policy and practice in the field o f  special education and in 
terms o f  educational provision for pupils with M GLD. The final section in this chapter 
presents a review  o f  literature, which is central to the focus o f  this study, on the transfer o f  
pupils from mainstream to special schools for pupils with M GLD.
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3.3 Mild General Learning Disabilities -  identification and categorization
The World Health Organisation (WHO, 1996) provides a clinical description and set 
o f  diagnostic guidelines for MGLD. It describes M GLD in terms o f  a delay in understanding 
and use o f  language and states that difficulties usually m anifest them selves in academic 
school work, with m any having particular problems in reading and writing. The diagnostic 
guidelines indicate an approximate IQ range o f  50 to 69 which is similar to that identified in 
the SERC Report (DES, 1993). The SERC Report defined M GLD as significantly below - 
average ability in general intellectual functioning and impairment in adaptive behaviour 
which manifests itse lf in “delayed conceptual development, slow  speech and language 
development, lim ited ability to abstract and generalise, lim ited attention span and poor 
retention ability” (1993, p. 118). It is important to note that there are differences in 
term inology used to describe pupils with MGLD in Ireland and the UK. W hile pupils with IQ 
scores within the range o f  50 to 69 in Ireland are categorised as having M GLD, in the UK, 
pupils with IQ scores within the range o f  55 to 70 are described as having moderate learning 
difficulties (M LD). B ecause o f  similarities in IQ range, comparisons can be drawn despite 
differences in terminology. Fletcher-Campbell (2005) cautions against relying on IQ scores 
as the sole identifying criterion, as children within this category have unique individual 
profiles and m ay have other special educational needs (SEN).
3 .3 .1  M ild  G en era l L earn in g  D isa b ilitie s  a n d  a d d itio n a l n eeds
According to the W HO (1996) diagnostic guidelines, associated conditions such as 
autism, other developmental disorders, epilepsy, conduct disorders, or physical disabilities 
are found in varying proportion amongst those with M GLD. M ale (1996), in a study o f  pupil 
characteristics in special schools for pupils with M GLD in England, found that all schools 
surveyed considered that at least som e o f  their pupils had SEN that were additional to
M GLD. The additional needs most frequently reported were language and communication  
difficulties (LCD) and social, emotional and behavioural difficulties (SEBD). Similarly, 
Norwich and K elly (2005), in a later study o f  pupils with MGLD in mainstream and special 
schools in one local education authority (LEA) in England, found that pupils in special 
schools were recorded as having more additional areas o f  difficulty. 75% o f  pupils with  
MGLD and no additional area o f  difficulty were in mainstream schools, whereas 71% o f  
those with M GLD and two other areas o f  difficulty were in special schools. Additional areas 
o f  difficulty cited included LCD, SEBD, motor and sensory difficulties. Similarly, in Ireland, 
a report on the role o f  special schools and special classes (W are et al., 2009) found that 
special schools for pupils with MGLD were catering for a considerable number o f  pupils with 
two or more disabilities categorised as low  incidence. This finding lends support to the view s  
expressed by teachers in Stevens and O ’M oore's (2009) longitudinal study o f  educational 
provision for pupils with MGLD in Ireland. They found that more than h a lf o f  teachers in 
special schools for pupils with MGLD reported that their pupils had SEBD. Although there 
were fewer reported behavioural difficulties am ongst pupils w ith M GLD in mainstream  
schools, learning support and resource teachers reported an increase in behavioural 
difficulties from 2004 to 2007. Primary schools for boys were considered to have the greatest 
number o f  pupils with SEBD. Whether these perceptions were based on the teachers’ own  
judgements, or whether the pupils in question had assessm ents stating that they had a SEBD, 
is not clear in Stevens and O ’M oore’s study.
Perceptions based on teacher judgements may lack consistency from one context to another 
in the absence o f  criteria on which to base these judgem ents. The identification o f  SEBD as 
an additional need is problematic in the sense that behaviours perceived as difficult can vary 
from school to school (Thomas, 2005). The DES (2005a) categorizes emotional disturbance
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and/or behaviour problems as a low  incidence disability. Pupils in this category are defined as 
“being treated by a psychiatrist or psychologist for such conditions as neurosis, childhood  
psychosis, hyperactivity, attention deficit disorder, attention deficit hyperactivity disorders 
and conduct disorders that are significantly impairing their socialisation and/or learning in 
school” (2005a, p. 17). The last part o f  this definition is particularly problematic as 
“inappropriate or immature personal behaviour”, “poor adaptive behaviour” and “emotional 
disturbance” are all identified as features o f  MGLD in the SERC Report (DES, 1993, p. 118). 
There is som e overlap in terms o f  behaviours associated with the categories o f  SEBD and 
M GLD, which m ay make it difficult to ascertain the extent to which the problem behaviours 
are characteristic o f  one, or both, categories. SEBD has been identified as an additional need  
particularly associated with pupils in special schools for pupils with M GLD (K elly & 
Norwich, 2005; M ale, 1996). K elly, Carey and McCarthy (2004) found that challenging  
behaviour presented a significant problem in Irish special schools. Their study indicated a 
prevalence o f  29% o f  pupils enrolled in special schools for pupils with intellectual 
disabilities, with the majority o f  those identified being m ale pupils. K elly  et al. developed a 
matrix o f  challenging behaviour types in order to categorise the incidence, prevalence and 
severity o f  particular types o f  challenging behaviour w hich helps ensure consistency and 
reliability in terms o f  identification across all schools involved in that study.
It is evident from the literature addressed thus far that additional needs are com m on in 
relation to pupils w ith MGLD and this m ay pose a challenge to teachers in terms o f  
identification o f  the profile o f  needs, and understanding o f  the interrelationship o f  different 
sources o f  difficulty. These sources include the interrelationship betw een social, 
environmental and innate factors. This challenge has been highlighted by Cooper and Jacobs 
(2011) in their review  o f  best practice m odels and outcom es in the education o f  pupils with
emotional disturbance/behavioural difficulties and they recom m end the adoption o f  a b io­
psychosocial framework to preserve a balance between valuing the importance o f  within- 
child and environmental factors in relation to SEBD.
3 .3 .2  M ild  G en era l L earn in g  D isa b ilitie s  a n d  so c io eco n o m ic  s ta tu s
There is evidence to suggest that one o f  the predominant features o f  the MGLD  
category is that m any pupils com e from families o f  low  socioeconom ic status (Norwich & 
K elly, 2005). This claim has been supported by the findings o f  other studies in the U K  and 
US. M ale (1996) found evidence o f  an over-representation o f  pupils from backgrounds o f  low  
socioeconom ic status in her study o f  special schools for pupils with M GLD in the UK. In a 
comparison o f  over-representation in special education in the U S and UK, D yson and 
K ozleski (2008) found evidence o f  over-representation o f  African-Am erican pupils in certain 
categories o f  special education in the U S, m ost notably M GLD and SEBD. In the UK, 
reference w as m ade to the over-representation o f  Traveller children and Black Caribbean 
children in the same categories. It has been suggested that this phenom enon provides 
evidence o f  the w ay special education serves to reproduce existing social system s (Thomas & 
Loxley, 2007). This v iew  was endorsed by  Tom linson (1982), who linked M GLD with issues 
o f  social control and dominance and described special education as a m eans o f  perpetuating 
discrimination and control o f  those who do not possess the cultural capital necessary to 
benefit from the education system. Tom linson argued that the M G LD category was nothing 
more than a m echanism  for removing troublesome children from the mainstream system. The 
extent to which pupils from low  socioeconom ic status backgrounds Eire over-represented in 
Irish special schools for pupils with MGLD is not clear. Stevens and O ’M oore (2009) 
highlight the fact that special schools do not have designated disadvantaged status. However, 
they found that, by 2007, 69% o f  primary schools with special classes for pupils with M GLD
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were classed as disadvantaged. This raises questions about the extent to which pupils from  
low  socioeconom ic status backgrounds are represented in the M GLD category and suggests 
that further research in this area may be warranted.
3 .3 .3  The p u rp o se  o f  M ild  G enera l L earn in g  D isa b ilitie s  as a  ca teg o ry
The lack o f  agreement in relation to a clear definition o f  M GLD has led som e  
commentators to question its future. Male (1996) suggested that a lack o f  clarity about what 
constitutes M GLD could render these schools vulnerable in a clim ate o f  increasing inclusion  
o f  children with SEN in mainstream schools. Questions about the validity o f  this category 
have also been raised by Norwich and K elly (2005), who identify two key features which  
impact on the identification and description o f  M GLD. The first is the contentious nature o f  
the category which stem s from uncertainty about the extent to which this is an intellectual 
disability, or is attributable to socioeconom ic factors. The second relates to disagreement over 
whether it should be defined in terms o f  IQ or difficulties in learning. N orw ich and K elly  
maintain that in order to justify a category, it is necessary to show that those categorised  
benefit educationally from additional, or different, provision than that which is provided to 
those who are not categorised. However, there is no evidence to support the existence o f  
specialist teaching m ethodologies, or distinctive curricula, w hich are specific to this category 
and, Norw ich and K elly  argue, this raises doubts about the validity o f  this general category. 
Similarly, Fletcher-Campbell (2005) suggests that the lack o f  a specific pedagogy for M GLD  
raises questions in relation to the future o f  this category. A ccording to N orw ich and K elly, 
the only possible justification could be in terms o f  compensatory additional resource 
allocation. Categorization may also be deemed necessary where it determines elig ib ility  for 
legal protection in terms o f  entitlement to specific types o f  educational provision (Ho, 2004). 
However, categorization o f  pupils as having a M GLD also raises issues o f  identification o f
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difference. W here recognition o f  difference may lead to stigmatisation, not recognising 
difference m ay result in individual needs being overlooked. The purpose o f  categorization o f  
pupils as having a M GLD requires further analysis within the context o f  Irish policy and 
legislation in the area o f  SEN.
3 .3 .4  Sum m ary
In summary, a review o f  the literature in relation to the identification and 
categorization o f  pupils with MGLD suggests that pupils within this category often present 
with varied and com plex needs. Categorization o f  pupils with M GLD based on IQ measures 
has been criticised, as pupils in this category are not a hom ogenous group and the additional 
needs experienced by m any pupils are not recognised using this method. In the absence o f  
evidence to support the need for a specific pedagogy in relation to pupils with M GLD, 
Norwich and K elly  (2005) argue that the only possible justification for categorization is 
where this is linked to legal entitlement or to the distribution o f  resources. W hen this is 
necessary, there is a tension or dilemma in relation to the identification o f  difference as 
categorization m ay lead to stigmatization. Questions about the purpose o f  categorization o f  
pupils with M GLD in an Irish context were raised. There is also som e evidence to suggest 
that pupils with M GLD in special schools are more likely to have additional needs than their 
mainstream counterparts and SEBD has been identified as prevalent among pupils in this 
category in special schools. Over-representation o f  pupils o f  low  socioeconom ic status has 
also been identified in this category leading to the suggestion that the process o f  
categorization only serves to perpetuate the social discrimination experienced by these pupils. 
Differences in the profile o f  pupils with MGLD attending mainstream and special schools are 
deemed to be central to the focus o f  the current study.
3.4 Inclusion of pupils with Mild General Learning Disabilities - issues of placement
The SERC Report (DES, 1993) recommended a continuum o f  provision for pupils 
with SEN and this has remained government policy  to date. The continuum ranges from full­
tim e placement in mainstream classes with additional supports, to full-tim e placement in a 
special school. W hile there has been some criticism  o f  efforts to facilitate the inclusion o f  
pupils with SEN in mainstream schools (M cDonnell, 2003; Shevlin, Kenny & Loxley, 2008), 
Stevens and O ’M oore’s (2009) study highlights som e improvements, especially  in terms o f  
financial investm ent betw een 1989 and 2007. H owever, they suggest that significant 
problems exist in relation to policy, practice, training, supports and data-gathering and these 
findings have been supported by those o f  other studies (e.g ., O ’Gorman and Drudy, 2010; 
Shevlin, et ah, 2008). Stevens and O'"Moore suggest that levels o f  inclusion have deteriorated 
over the period since 1989, as special schools have becom e increasingly isolated from  
mainstream schools. This sense o f  isolation was previously highlighted by McCarthy and 
Kenny (2006) in their study o f  issues facing special schools in Ireland. One o f  the 
consequences o f  a policy  o f  inclusion has been a decrease in enrolment o f  pupils in special 
schools for pupils with MGLD.
3.4 .1  P ro file  o fp u p ils  in sp e c ia l sch oo ls f o r  p u p ils  w ith  M ild  G en era l L earn in g  
D isa b ilitie s
The number o f  pupils attending special schools in Ireland decreased from 8,572 to 
6,619 between 1989 and 2008 (Stevens & O’M oore, 2009). H owever, w hile the overall 
number o f  pupils attending special schools has decreased, there has been an increase in the 
number o f  pupils aged 12 and over enrolling in special schools. This trend has been  
highlighted by Ware et al. (2009), who found that the age profile o f  pupils in special schools
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for pupils with M GLD was weighted towards pupils aged 12 and over. Table 3.1 illustrates 
the age range o f  pupils in these schools.
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Table 2; A g e  ra n g e o f  p u p ils  in sp e c ia l sch oo ls f o r  p u p ils  w ith  M G L D
Age band 3+ and under 4-8 9-12 13-15 16-18 19+ and over
Number of pupils 4 200 473 690 634 11
Source: Ware et al., 2009, p. 120.
Table 2 illustrates that a total o f  673 pupils between the ages o f  four and tw elve, and 1335 
pupils aged 13 and over, were attending special schools for pupils with M GLD at the tim e o f  
this study. These figures suggest that a large number o f  pupils attending special schools for 
pupils with M GLD in Ireland transferred from mainstream schools between the ages o f  nine 
and fifteen. The report also found diversity in the range o f  needs o f  pupils attending these 
schools. O f the 28 schools that participated in the survey, on ly 1,828 pupils out o f  2 ,336  
attending were reported as having MGLD as their primary disability. This report provides 
clear evidence that the majority o f  pupils with MGLD who leave mainstream to transfer to a 
special school do so at the upper end o f  primary or at the early stages o f  their post-primary 
education. W hile these figures do not provide an indication o f  the reason for transfer, it 
would seem  that factors influencing the decision to transfer m anifest them selves during this 
period o f  pupils’ education and this phenomenon is at the heart o f  the current study.
The change in profile o f  pupils attending special schools has been observed in other countries 
where policy  advocates the inclusion o f  pupils with SEN in mainstream schools. Head and 
Piirie (2007), for exam ple, in their survey o f  the impact o f  a presumption o f  mainstreaming 
on special schools in Scotland, report that respondents from special schools attributed 
decreased enrolment to the impact o f  an inclusion policy. Their survey indicates a perceived  
increase in the range and com plexity o f  conditions catered for in special schools, similar to
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the Irish context, w ith particular reference to autism spectrum disorders and challenging  
behaviours. There is also statistical evidence to suggest that the majority o f  pupils attending 
special schools in Scotland are o f  secondary school age. These findings, together with the 
findings o f  literature outlined in the previous section on the com plexity o f  needs experienced  
by pupils with M GLD, suggest that a trend has developed whereby older pupils with  
com plex, or additional, needs are transferring from mainstream to special schools for pupils 
with M GLD. A s previously stated, this phenomenon is the subject o f  investigation in the 
current study and literature in relation to the transfer o f  pupils from mainstream to special 
schools is further discussed later in this chapter.
3 .4 .2  E d u ca tio n a l p ro v is io n  in m ainstream  sch o o ls
Not all pupils with MGLD attend special schools. G iven that there are more pupils in 
this category than any other SEN group, the majority attend mainstream primary and post- 
primary schools. Stevens and O ’ Moore (2009) report that, by 2007, 64% o f  pupils with  
MGLD were enrolled in mainstream classes in Ireland, with 27% in special classes and just 
9% in special schools. Their findings are supported by Ware et a l.’s (2009) survey which  
found that out o f  304 primary schools with one or more special classes, 211 were designated 
special classes for pupils with MGLD. Once again there is evidence that these classes are 
catering for a diversity o f  needs but not to the same extent as the special schools surveyed. In 
2009, the DES announced its decision to reduce the number o f  special classes for pupils with  
MGLD due to insufficient numbers o f  pupils to warrant their retention and the introduction, 
in 2005, o f  the GAM  for pupils with high incidence disabilities, including MGLD (DES, 
2009). The decision to reduce the number o f  special classes received som e criticism at the 
time (Travers, 2009) based on the perceived role o f  these classes as part o f  the continuum o f  
provision recommended in the SERC Report (DES, 1993). There was also criticism o f  the
decision to include M GLD as a high-incidence disability (Stevens & O ’M oore, 2009) 
whereby support was to be allocated from existing resources in the schools rather than 
additional support being provided based on category o f  need. This criticism  was based on the 
view  that the largest sector o f  the special needs population was no longer allocated resource 
hours, no longer required psychological assessment and was placed within a new model that 
did not have guidelines relating specifically to MGLD.
In their study o f  the role o f  special schools and classes in Ireland, W are et al. (2009) found 
evidence o f  support amongst parents, teachers and principals for the future role o f  special 
classes as part o f  a continuum o f  provision. Educational and social inclusion were identified  
as advantages o f  special classes as pupils could attend mainstream schools in their local areas 
and interact with their peers in mainstream classes. Concerns were also raised about the 
capacity o f  the GAM  and resource teacher service to meet the needs o f  pupils with MGLD  
and Ware et al. (2009) recommend that both m odels o f  provision should be evaluated before 
any reduction in special class provision is implemented.
3 .4 .3  Issu es o fp la c e m e n t in the con tex t o f  a p o l ic y  o f  inclusion
Issues o f  placem ent o f  pupils with MGLD highlight difficulties in relation to the 
process o f  inclusion, w ith specific reference to inclusive practice. Identifying or defining  
inclusive practice presents with difficulties, particularly in an Irish context, due to the lack o f  
research in this area (Shevlin, Kenny & Loxley, 2008). Policy and recent legislation has been  
based on the right o f  pupils with SEN to access and participate in mainstream schools. The 
underlying assumption that the mainstream school is the desired location in terms o f  
inclusion has been challenged, particularly in the absence o f  empirical evidence to support 
this claim. For exam ple, Ware et al. (2009) recommend that, as special schools are catering
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for the needs o f  pupils with com plex needs, they “should be enabled to continue to do so in 
the absence o f  evidence that Irish mainstream schools could provide a better education for 
these students” (p. 182). This raises questions about provision for pupils who have MGLD  
and additional needs in mainstream schools, particularly in relation to the reasons w hy these 
pupils leave mainstream schools and transfer to special schools. This question is addressed in 
the current study, not only in relation to reasons for transfer, but also in terms o f  the 
perceived differences, i f  any, in educational provision for pupils with M GLD in both settings.
Lindsay’s (2007) review  o f  research conducted from 2000 to 2005 on the effectiveness o f  
inclusion indicated that results were only marginally positive. G iven the range o f  research 
methods, variations in types o f  disabilities and age ranges o f  pupils involved in the studies 
reviewed, Lindsay identifies a lack o f  a firm research base to support the effectiveness o f  
inclusion in terms o f  outcom es or processes for implementation. These findings suggest that a 
policy o f  inclusion is values-based rather than evidence-based. This has particular relevance 
to the current study as the theoretical framework is based on the assumption that values 
underpinning special education such as equity, justice and participation create tensions, or 
dilemmas, when these values appear to contradict one another and this dilemmatic 
perspective (Norwich, 1993; 2008a) acts as a lens for analysis o f  findings in the current 
study.
A  number o f  studies have investigated educational provision in mainstream and special 
schools in relation to the inclusion o f  pupils with SEN from the perspectives o f  different 
stakeholders including pupils, teachers and parents. For exam ple, in their study o f  special 
education provision in Ireland, Shevlin et al., (2008) found that participants (including  
advocacy groups, principals, teachers and support personnel in primary and special schools)
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conceptualised inclusion m ainly in terms o f  social inclusion. Benefits o f  inclusion to pupils in 
mainstream schools were perceived as including increased self-esteem  and a greater sense o f  
belonging to the local community. However, the extent to which pupils with M GLD  
experience this sense o f  belonging in mainstream schools is questionable and a number o f  
studies have addressed the issue o f  social inclusion o f  pupils with SEN in mainstream and 
special schools. A m ong these, Allan and Brown’s (2001) study on special schools and 
inclusion in the U K  included pupils from two special schools for pupils with M GLD and one  
school for pupils with severe and com plex needs. The pupils’ accounts o f  their special school 
experiences suggested a perception o f  inclusion that, not only view ed the school as part o f  the 
com m unity to which they belonged, but also as instrumental in preparing them for lifelong  
inclusion. Allan and Brown argue that a broader definition o f  inclusion, as belonging to a 
comm unity rather than placement in a particular school setting, is required and caution policy  
makers against sim plistic claims that mainstream schools promote social inclusion without 
specifying system  changes that should take place in order to realise this ideal.
Experiences o f  social isolation o f  pupils with SEN in mainstream schools have been  
documented. A  number o f  studies across different countries have found that children with  
SEN are more likely to experience social difficulties and greater loneliness than their peers in 
mainstream schools (e.g ., Cambra & Silvestre, 2003; Pijl, Frostad & Flem, 2008). There is 
some evidence in the literature which suggests that having a SEN causes social difficulties for 
pupils in mainstream and special schools. Cooney, Jahoda and Knott (2006) carried out a 
study o f  perceived stigm a amongst pupils with m ild to moderate general learning disabilities 
(GLD) in mainstream post-primary and special schools in the UK. They found that both  
groups o f  participants reported experiences o f  stigm atized treatment outside o f  school, with  
nam e-calling being the m ost frequently reported experience. W hile pupils in special schools
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did not report frequent experiences o f  this nature in school, ridicule or exclusion by non­
disabled peers was the most common experience reported by pupils in mainstream schools. 
These findings suggest that special schools help to shelter pupils from stigmatization in 
school but not outside, w hile mainstream pupils with SEN experience stigm atization in both 
contexts and to a higher degree in the school setting. These findings raise questions about the 
social inclusion o f  pupils with SEN in mainstream schools.
3 .4 .4  S um m ary
The issue o f  placem ent has been identified by Norwich (2008a) as highlighting a 
particular tension, or dilemma, in special education. The tension exists between two values, 
nam ely educational provision to meet individual needs and the inclusion o f  all pupils in  
mainstream schools. Policy which promotes inclusion o f  all children in the context o f  
mainstream placem ent is a values-based one. There is evidence that special schools in Ireland 
are catering for pupils with com plex needs which raises questions about the inclusion o f  
pupils with com plex learning needs in mainstream schools. The social inclusion o f  pupils 
with SEN in mainstream schools is also an issue worthy o f  further investigation in light o f  the 
evidence o f  studies which indicate that these pupils are more likely  to experience social 
difficulties than their mainstream peers. The extent to which these factors m ay contribute to 
the transfer o f  pupils w ith MGLD from mainstream to special schools is explored in the 
current study.
3.5 Curriculum and pedagogy
The perceived lack o f  a curriculum which is appropriate to the needs o f  pupils with 
M GLD has been cited as a key factor in terms o f  parents’ dissatisfaction w ith mainstream  
provision in Ireland (NFV B, 2006). At present, pupils attending mainstream primary schools
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are offered the Primary Curriculum (Government o f  Ireland, 1999) and teachers are 
encouraged to differentiate, where necessary, to m eet the learning needs o f  all pupils. Special 
schools, w hile catering for pupils up to the age o f  1S, are officia lly  designated as primary 
schools. W hile special schools provide vocational training programmes and, in som e cases, 
post-primary curricula, including Junior certificate and Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) 
programmes, only large schools can organize classes according to the age o f  pupils, and there 
can be great variations in levels o f  functioning amongst pupils in any given class (National 
Council for Curriculum and Assessm ent [NCCA], 1999).
3.5 .1  C urricu lum  issu es a t p r im a ry  level
A  review  o f  the curriculum at primary level has identified concerns about curriculum  
overload amongst teachers working in mainstream primary schools. The N C C A  (2010a), in 
its document C urriculum  O v er lo a d  in P rim a ry  S ch o o ls , identifies three inter-related factors 
which have contributed to this phenomenon including the physical size o f  the primary school 
curriculum in terms o f  documentation, its expansion in recent years and the busy schools and 
classrooms which are the site o f  its implementation. The N C C A  also refer to a lack o f  
practical support in the implementation stage o f  the primary curriculum, particularly with 
regard to the use o f  different teaching and learning resources and strategies for 
differentiation. There is som e criticism o f  the structure o f  the primary curriculum which is 
presented in the form o f  a separate book for each curriculum area (NCCA, 2010a). Although  
curriculum integration is advocated, there are few indications o f  how  this is to be done in the 
guidelines issued to schools. The presentation o f  curriculum as discrete subjects serves to 
compound difficulties experienced by pupils with M GLD in terms o f  access to, and 
participation in, the curriculum. Low levels o f  achievem ent in the areas o f  literacy and 
numeracy have also been identified, and have becom e an area o f  concern, with regard to
curriculum at primary level. A  recent report by the Organisation for Econom ic Co-operation 
and Developm ent [OECD] (2010) found that pupil performance in reading and mathematics 
had declined in Ireland during the period 2000 to 2009, indicating that difficulties in the areas 
o f  literacy and mathematics are not specific to pupils identified as having SEN. In its 
examination o f  som e o f  the factors which contribute towards successful schools, where 
success w as measured in terms o f  above average performance and equitable distribution o f  
learning outcom es regardless o f  socioeconom ic backgrounds, the report suggests that raising 
teacher quality is a more effective route to improved pupil outcom es than creating smaller 
classes. This recommendation is supported by the findings o f  a number o f  U K  studies on the 
effects o f  class size  on achievement (e.g., Blatchford, Bassett, Goldstein & Martin, 2003; 
lacovou, 2002) w hich highlight the importance o f  quality teaching, especially in the early 
years o f  schooling and suggested that any beneficial effects o f  smaller classes can only be 
realised when other factors related to pedagogy and classroom  management are adapted to 
m eet the needs o f  pupils. The curricular issues identified here are not just issues o f  content, 
but o f  pedagogy, and the importance o f  teacher quality is central to this issue. Potential 
differences in relation to pedagogies employed by teachers in mainstream primary and special 
schools are explored in the current study. Literature in relation to pedagogy and teacher 
know ledge in the area o f  SEN is addressed later in this chapter.
3 .5 .2  P o s t-p r im a ry  curricu lum  p ro v is io n
A N C C A  consultation document on the junior cycle stage o f  post-primary education 
described the curriculum as rigid, with an emphasis on subject-based learning (NCCA, 
2010b). This rigidity is compounded by the assessm ent structure, namely the Junior 
Certificate examination. Som e pupils have access to a m ore flexib le mediation o f  the Junior 
Certificate w hich is called the Junior Certificate School Programme (JCSP). The JCSP was
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introduced in 1996 and was aimed at pupils regarded as being at-risk o f  early school leaving. 
W hile offering a m ore flexible and individualised approach, it is not an alternative curriculum  
and pupils are still required to take the Junior Certificate examination on completion o f  the 
programme. However, the JCSP is only available to post-primary schools with a designated 
disadvantaged status. The Junior Certificate is currently the single, recognised award 
available in mainstream post-primary schools at the end o f  the junior cycle. The assessment 
structure is identified by the NCCA (2010b) as a barrier to the achievem ent o f  a qualification 
for som e students with SEN in mainstream schools. It is acknowledged that som e o f  these 
students w ill have a greater chance o f  achieving a qualification in special schools where 
alternative programmes are offered. Many special schools offer a range o f  post-primary level 
programmes. Ware et al. (2009) report that out o f  28 special schools for pupils with M GLD, 
18 offered pupils the opportunity to achieve a qualification through Further Education and 
Training Awards Council (FETAC) accredited programmes. 15 o f  the schools offered the 
Junior Certificate and a further eight offered the JCSP. The number o f  schools offering a 
range o f  programmes w as not specified although the report does state that is likely that a 
restricted range o f  programmes is on offer in any individual school.
What is significant in relation to these findings is that educational outcom es for som e pupils 
with M GLD m ay be m ore successful in special schools, where outcom es are measured in 
terms o f  achieving a qualification, and this is due to alternative curricular provision to that 
which is currently available in mainstream post-primary schools at junior cycle. The 
importance o f  appropriate curricular provision to the post-school outcom es o f  pupils with 
MGLD has been highlighted. Hornby and Kidd (2001) conducted a sm all-scale study o f  a 
group o f  24 adults with M GLD ten years after they had transferred from special schools into 
mainstream schools in the UK. The majority o f  participants were unem ployed, with only
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three participants in fulltim e employment, at the tim e o f  the study. M ost o f  the participants 
who had been in employm ent at some stage since leaving school had been involved in work  
experience programmes either at school or in college. Hornby and Kidd conclude that, w hile  
pupils with M GLD should be educated on the same site as their peers and be socially  
integrated, this was subject to the availability o f  suitable curricula and teachers with the 
specialist training necessary to teach pupils effectively. A  vocationally-oriented curriculum is 
view ed as m ost appropriate in terms o f  preparation for adulthood and social independence, 
and the role o f  special schools in providing intensive work experience schem es is seen as 
vital to future employment opportunities for pupils with M GLD. H om by and Kidd (2001) 
question w hy mainstream schools cannot deliver a suitable vocational curriculum and work 
experience schem es for these pupils. This is a particularly relevant issue in terms o f  the 
curriculum difficulties highlighted at post-primary level in Ireland.
3 .5 .3  A ccess  to  the curricu lum  f o r  p u p ils  w ith  M ild  G en era l L ea rn in g  D isa b ilitie s
Efforts have been made to facilitate greater access to the curriculum for pupils with  
SEN in mainstream schools at both primary and post-primary level. The G u idelin es f o r  
T eachers o f  S tu den ts w ith  M ild  G en era l L earn in g  D ifficu lties  (NCCA, 2007) were published  
follow ing a consultation process with partners in education, including teachers and parents. 
These guidelines offer advice to teachers in special, mainstream primary and post-primary 
schools on planning and teaching approaches to enable teachers to develop curriculum  
experiences for students with disabilities “that are broad, balanced, relevant, differentiated, 
progressive and continuous” (NCCA, 2007, p. 3). H owever, in its subsequent discussion  
paper, Ju n ior C yc le  C urricu lum  F ram ew ork  f o r  stu d en ts  w ith  G en era l L ea rn in g  D isa b ilit ie s  
(NCCA, 2009), the N C C A  expresses the view  that som e pupils with m ild to moderate GLD  
would never access the mainstream junior cycle curriculum. A  recom m endation was m ade
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for the developm ent o f  a curriculum that would help post-primary and special schools in 
designing learning programmes to meet the needs o f  these pupils and a suggestion was made 
that a new qualification should be established at a level lower than that o f  the Junior 
Certificate programme. Priority would be given to developing the personal, social and 
vocational skills required for adult living and lifelong learning. The N C C A  recom m end a 
personalised approach based on the learning needs o f  the individual. Special schools are 
identified by the N C C A  as being “well-placed to support the degree o f  flexibility proposed” 
(2009, p. 8) w hile the structure and organisation o f  mainstream post-primary schools are 
view ed as supporting the needs o f  groups o f  students rather than individuals. The im plication  
here is that the rigidity o f  structures in post-primary schools m ake it difficult to cater for the 
individual learning needs o f  some pupils and that there is m uch m ore flexibility  in the w ay  
the curriculum is structured, or adapted, to meet individual needs in special schools.
W hile there is little research-based evidence in relation to the differences between curriculum  
design, or adaptation, to m eet individual needs in post-primary or special schools, Sm yth’s 
(2009) longitudinal study o f  junior cycle education does offer som e support for the v iew  
expressed by the NCCA. Sm yth’s study o f  12 schools found that practices such as streaming 
in post-primary schools contribute to low  achievement levels am ongst pupils in lower stream  
classes and that both teachers and pupils hold low  expectations o f  achievem ent o f  pupils in 
these classes. The study also indicates that the Junior Certificate examination has a very  
strong influence on the nature o f  teaching and learning in post-primary schools and that by  
third-year, the focus has narrowed to preparation for the examination. T hese findings shed 
som e light on the difficulties experienced by pupils with M GLD in accessing the curriculum  
in post-primary schools and these issues are explored further in the current study in order to
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identify potential factors which influence the transfer o f  pupils from mainstream to special 
schools for pupils with MGLD.
3 .5 .4  C urricu lum  reform  a t ju n io r  cycle  le ve l
Sm yth’s (2009) findings highlight the tension between policy  and practice in relation 
to inclusion, especially when measured in terms o f  access to curricula. D ifficulties 
experienced b y  pupils with the curriculum in the early years o f  post-primary are not confined 
to pupils with SEN, as the NCCA (2010b) highlight the finding that, in the first year o f  post­
primary school, m ost students make no progress in reading and mathematics and others drift 
backwards. Sm yth’s study o f  the experiences o f  students in their first year o f  junior cycle  
found that all students experienced some discontinuity and disruption, with som e having  
enduring problems, in the transition to post-primary school. The N C C A  recom m end that this 
stage o f  education should be more focussed on the experience and quality o f  learning rather 
than on subjects and examinations. It is envisaged that a new  F ra m e w o rk  f o r  Ju n ior C ycle  
(NCCA, 2010b) w ill be developed in consultation with key stakeholders including teachers, 
parents and pupils. This Framework w ill be designed to provide schools with a greater role in 
planning, m onitoring and reviewing their curricula.
What is clear from the various reviews and reports addressed here is that som e pupils with  
MGLD are struggling to access the curriculum, particularly at post-primary level, and that the 
structure and content o f  the curriculum makes it difficult for teachers to facilitate greater 
access for these pupils. The proposed reform o f  the junior cycle is based on recognition o f  the 
need to address issues such as these and to construct a new curriculum framework that leads 
to greater equity and inclusion. However, issues relating to curriculum, at primary and post­
primary levels, cannot be addressed without regard to pedagogy.
3 .5 .5  P e d a g o g y  f o r  p u p ils  w ith M ild  G en era l L earn in g  D isa b ilitie s
W edell (2008) defines pedagogy as representing the interaction between the learner 
and the teacher with respect to curricular aims and objectives. A  review  o f  pedagogic  
approaches by Lew is and Norwich (2001) found no evidence to support a distinct MGLD  
pedagogy. H owever, the absence o f  evidence does not mean that all pupils should be taught 
the same content in the same way and at the same time. Lew is and Norw ich concluded that, 
although there is no specific MGLD pedagogy, com m on pedagogic principles apply, but with  
greater density depending on individual needs. The challenge for the class teacher lies in 
providing the pupil with MGLD the opportunities to learn as a member o f  a class group w hile  
also m eeting the individual needs o f  the learner. Lewis and Norw ich (2001) conceptualise  
this challenge as valuing inclusion and valuing the individual. They argue that inclusive  
teaching involves som e degree o f  adaptation for individual variations w hile acknowledging  
that additional support m ay be required to supplement class teaching either in, or outside o f  
general lessons. H owever, there is evidence to suggest that many teachers experience  
difficulties adapting and differentiating the curriculum to m eet the needs o f  learners with  
SEN (Travers et al., 2010).
In an evaluation o f  curriculum implementation in 86 primary schools, the DES (2005b) 
identified the need for more effective approaches to differentiation in the area o f  literacy and 
serious concern was expressed in relation to over-dependence on workbook activities. The 
evaluation presents evidence that just over half o f  class teachers differentiated learning tasks 
for pupils o f  varying abilities in mathematics. The evaluation also found that teacher-talk and 
an over-em phasis on didactic m ethodologies persist, as w ell as an over-reliance on the use o f  
a single textbook as a teaching resource. The NC CA (2010a) also addresses this issue in its 
review o f  curriculum overload in schools and identifies two reasons for the over reliance o f
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teachers on textbooks in primary schools. The first is that teachers reported finding textbooks 
more helpful than curriculum guidelines in planning for teaching and the second is teachers’ 
perception o f  parental expectations that textbooks should be completed. These findings 
suggest pedagogical approaches employed in som e mainstream classroom s do little to 
facilitate the learning o f  pupils with MGLD and they are significant in the context o f  the 
current study in relation to the factors influencing the transfer o f  pupils to special schools.
3 .5 .6  T eacher edu ca tion  a n d  p ro fe ss io n a l d eve lo p m en t
The importance o f  teacher education to the developm ent o f  positive attitudes towards 
the inclusion o f  pupils with SEN in mainstream schools has been w ell documented in the 
literature internationally. Attitudes towards inclusion were found to be influenced by the 
nature o f  pupils’ learning disabilities in Avramidis and N orw ich’s (2002) review o f  
international literature on teacher attitudes towards inclusion. Their review highlights 
evidence o f  negative attitudes towards the inclusion o f  pupils with severe learning disabilities 
and behavioural difficulties. Based on these findings, Avramidis and N orw ich recommend 
the provision o f  extensive opportunities for teacher education in the area o f  inclusion during 
initial teacher education (ITE) and as part o f  teachers’ continuing professional development 
(CPD).
The pivotal role played by teachers in determining the success or failure o f  policies o f  
inclusion cannot be underestimated. In a study o f  the concerns o f  teachers with regard to the 
inclusion o f  pupils with SEN in Western Australia, Forlin, K een and Barrett (2008) found  
that pupil behaviour and perceptions o f  professional com petency were the two major causes 
o f  concern for teachers in mainstream classes. These findings are echoed by those o f  
Avramidis and K alyva (2007), in their survey o f  Greek teachers’ attitudes towards inclusion. 
Positive attitudes towards inclusion were found to be dependent on the severity o f  pupils’
learning disabilities and the availability o f  extra resources. Again, the findings o f  this study 
highlight the importance o f  teacher education to the developm ent o f  positive attitudes. 
Avramidis and Kalyva (2007) argue that teachers require support through the provision o f  
CPD in order for attitudes to change. In their analysis o f  the nature o f  CPD provided for 
teachers in Greece, Avramidis and Kalyva found that teachers who had undertaken long-term  
courses as part o f  their CPD held more positive attitudes that those who had undertaken 
short-term courses. One o f  they key recommendations from their study is that professional 
development courses should include critical reflection on the nature o f  inclusion as w ell as 
consideration o f  pedagogic issues. This v iew  is echoed by Florian and Rouse (2009) and 
Florian and Lrnklater (2010) who argue for the developm ent o f  programmes o f  teacher 
education w hich are based on the assumption that difference is central to human 
development. A  pedagogy that is inclusive o f  all learners is thus one that “is based on the 
principles o f  teaching and learning that reject deficit view s o f  difference and deterministic 
beliefs about ability but sees difference as part o f  the human condition” (Florian &  Rouse, 
2009, p. 599)
Irish studies o f  teachers' perceptions o f  their ability to meet the learning needs o f  pupils with  
SEN in mainstream classes highlight similar issues to those identified in the literature 
internationally. These issues include teachers’ perceptions o f  a lack o f  know ledge and 
experience in the area o f  SEN. Shevlin, Kenny and L oxley (2008) report a perception 
amongst parents and advocacy groups o f  a resistance am ongst teachers to the inclusion  
process due to a lack o f  know ledge and experience in this area. Class teachers concurred that 
they lacked know ledge and information about pupils with SEN and, worryingly, schools  
reported that the majority o f  resource teachers had no formal training in this area. Similarly, 
in a survey o f  special schools and classes, Ware et al. (2009) found that, out o f  the 988  
teachers working in 83 special schools, only 27.6% held a special education qualification at
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diploma level which is recognised for payment o f  an allow ance by the DES. Only 50% o f  
primary schools had at least one teacher with a diploma in either special education or learning 
support in one or more o f  their special classes. Out o f  400 teachers surveyed who were 
working in special classes in post-primary schools, 235 had an SEN qualification at diploma 
level or higher. Although not the focus o f  the current study, the reasons why teachers do not 
undertake further training in the area o f  SEN merits further investigation.
The importance o f  professional development for teachers in prom oting inclusion has also 
been w ell documented in the Irish literature. Gash’s (2006) study o f  beginning teachers’ 
experiences o f  working with pupils with MGLD in Ireland found that these teachers had 
difficulties differentiating the curriculum as well as coping with pupils who presented with  
behaviour problems. A  study o f  the professional developm ent requirements o f  resource and 
learning support teachers in primary and post-primary schools found that training with regard 
to the implementation o f  IEPs is the area o f  professional developm ent m ost sought after by  
teachers in both sectors (O ’Gorman and Drudy, 2010). Teachers also identified training needs 
in relation to types o f  disabilities and learning difficulties. A  study o f  teachers’ efficacy  
beliefs for including pupils with SEN in Irish mainstream primary schools (O ’Donnell, 2009), 
found that over h a lf o f  teachers surveyed were not aware o f  the N C C A ’s (2007) guidelines 
for teachers o f  pupils with MGLD, w hile just h a lf stated that they were aware o f  the 
requirements o f  the EPSEN Act (2004). These findings raise questions about the capacity o f  
teachers in mainstream and special schools to m eet the learning needs o f  pupils with M GLD  
and highlight the need for CPD in this area.
3 .5 .7  P o lic y  a n d  change in m ainstream  sch o o ls
Legislation, nam ely the EPSEN Act (2004), protects the right o f  children to be  
educated with their peers and is underpinned by values o f  equality and acceptance o f
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diversity. H owever, as Lew is and Norwich (2001) suggest, teaching involves working with 
groups o f  learners and inclusive practice requires a balancing o f  learning together and 
m eeting individual needs. I f  this is to be achieved, professional developm ent, at both pre­
service and in-service levels, will be required. It is evident that, i f  inclusion is to be  
successful for pupils with MGLD in mainstream schools, teachers need to be supported in the 
acquisition and application o f  pedagogical approaches which provide pupils with the 
opportunities to learn as members o f  a class group and which m eet the needs o f  individual 
learners. A s stated earlier in this chapter, pedagogy and teacher quality are central to 
inclusion and these issues are further explored in the current study in the context o f  
educational provision for pupils with MGLD in mainstream and special schools.
3 .5 .8  Sum m ary
Issues relating to curriculum and pedagogy represent one o f  the dilem m as o f  
difference highlighted by Norwich (2008a) in relation to tensions that exist between equality 
and individualisation. The tension exists between efforts to recognize and m eet individual 
needs w hile endeavouring to ensure equality o f  access and participation in the context o f  a 
comm on curriculum. H owever, ensuring equality o f  access and participation for pupils with  
M GLD, particularly at post-primary level, has been hampered by  rigidity and inflexib ility  
with regard to curriculum content, structure and assessment. At primary and post-primary 
levels, difficulties experienced by teachers in the differentiation and adaptation o f  the 
curriculum have been identified. The implications o f  these issues as factors influencing the 
transfer o f  pupils from mainstream to special schools for pupils with M GLD are explored in 
the current study. The literature on parental perspectives on educational provision for pupils 
with M GLD is review ed in the follow ing section.
3.5 Parental perspectives on educational provision in mainstream and special schools
A  review  o f  the literature on parental attitudes towards special education (de Boer, 
Pijl & Minnaert, 2010) includes studies o f  parents o f  typically developing pupils and parents 
o f  pupils with SEN. Only studies that contained empirical data and a standardised 
measurement to exam ine parental attitudes w ere selected for review. The ten studies 
considered eligib le represent a wide range o f  countries although six  are U S-based studies. 
The review found that, while parents had positive attitudes towards inclusive education, 
parents o f  pupils with SEN tended to be undecided in their attitude towards inclusion and 
were less likely to favour inclusion for their own children. The review also found that parents 
o f  pupils with SEN had concerns about inclusive practices including social isolation, lack o f  
teacher education and a lack o f  supports and resources in mainstream schools. Interestingly, 
parents o f  typically developing pupils were more positive towards the inclusion o f  pupils 
with SEN and identified social benefits as a positive outcom e o f  inclusion for their children. 
The review  identifies a number o f  variables which influence attitudes including 
socioeconom ic status, level o f  education, experiences o f  inclusion and type o f  disability. 
Parents o f  high socioeconom ic status and high levels o f  education held more positive  
attitudes and, in relation to disability type, parents were least positive about the inclusion o f  
pupils with behaviour problems and cognitive disabilities. The importance o f  social 
development o f  children with disabilities has been highlighted in a number o f  studies on 
parental attitudes. In a study o f  special educational provision in Ireland, Shevlin, Kenny and 
Loxley (2008) found that all participants from parents/advocacy associations and staff in 
primary schools placed a high value on socialisation skills that were developed in mainstream  
schools and there was strong agreement that inclusion in mainstream schools promoted these  
skills and enabled children to develop relationships w ith their peers. The types o f  SEN  
experienced by  the children o f  parents included in the study are not specified but
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significantly, the issue o f  transfer to special schools is raised. This transfer is said to take 
place when social inclusion in mainstream schools has not been successful despite the hopes 
o f  parents in this regard. Reasons for this lack o f  success are described as including class 
teachers’ lack o f  know ledge about how  to meet the needs o f  pupils with SEN, inconsistencies 
in collaborative relationships between class and support teachers, over-dependency o f  pupils 
on SNAs and a lack o f  support for parents in understanding the educational implications o f  a 
disability or SEN. These studies indicate that parents v iew  inclusion in terms o f  social 
benefits and, although parents o f  pupils with SEN m ay desire social inclusion for their 
children, when choosing placement, perceptions o f  the quality and level o f  supports available 
tend to outweigh the perceived social benefits o f  mainstream placement. These findings are 
particularly relevant in relation to the current study which aims to explore factors influencing  
the decision to transfer pupils with MGLD from mainstream to special schools.
Runsw ick-C ole’s (2008) study o f  parental attitudes towards inclusion in mainstream schools  
in England found that parents held com plex and conflicting v iew s about inclusion, as som e o f  
those interviewed were w holly committed to mainstream school w hile others believed that 
the special school was m ost suitable to m eet the needs o f  their children. This study is unique 
in that all o f  the 24 parents who took part had registered appeals with the Special Educational 
Needs and D isability Tribunal (SENDisT). As advocates for their children, these parents had 
strong view s in relation to inclusion in mainstream schools. R unsw ick-C ole (2008) uses a 
social m odel o f  analysis to interpret perspectives stating that “parents who choose inclusive  
schooling engage with a m odel o f  disability that focuses on the need to rem ove barriers to 
children’s learning, and on their acceptance within mainstream settings” (p. 177). According  
to Runswick-C ole, these parents view ed education as a pathway to an inclusive experience o f  
adult life and w ere sceptical about professional judgem ents, relying instead on their own
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know ledge o f  their children. With regard to parents who transferred their children from 
mainstream to special schools, Runswick-Cole suggests that this decision was not necessarily  
driven by a change o f  ideology but was rather a response to their children’s experiences o f  
exclusion in mainstream schools. Exclusion is explained in terms o f  barriers to participation 
including lack o f  resources, inflexible teaching styles and attitude to difference. W ith regard 
to parents whose first choice for their children was a special school, Runswick-C ole suggests 
that these parents were more likely to use m edicalised discourses which focused on within- 
child factors, and were more likely to value professional judgements. H owever, in a critique 
o f  her own analysis, Runswick-Cole (2008) acknowledges that parental choices may be more 
driven by pragmatism than ideology. This was the finding o f  Frederickson, Dunsmuir, Lang 
and M onsen (2004), in their study o f  parents, pupils and teachers perspectives on partnerships 
between mainstream and special schools. They found that parents evaluated inclusion in 
terms o f  specific benefits for their children, rather than its merits on political or ideological 
grounds. R unsw ick-C ole’s study is particularly relevant, not just in relation to parental 
attitudes towards inclusion, but also because it also illustrates the importance o f  the 
relationship between parents and professionals in the decision-m aking processes regarding 
the educational placem ent o f  pupils with SEN. Those parents who transferred their children 
to special schools were considered more likely to value professional judgem ent than those 
who were strongly in favour o f  mainstream placement. The parent-professional relationship 
forms part o f  the theoretical framework outlined in the current study and is an issue that is 
addressed in greater depth later in this section.
3.6 .1  P a ren ts  ’ v ie w s  on  sp e c ia l edu ca tion a l p ro v is io n  in Ire la n d
Parental attitudes to, and experiences of, local and national special educational 
services in Ireland were the focus o f  a survey conducted by Armstrong, Kane, O ’Sullivan and
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K elly  (2010). The view s o f  parents o f  pupils with SEN, who were in receipt o f  support from 
the NC SE, were sought. They found that almost 90% o f  parents indicated that their children 
attended the “right type o f  schools” (2010, p.4) and this was based on a perception that the 
teachers had an understanding o f  their children’s needs. 20% o f  parents reported difficulties 
in finding placem ent for their children and this was related to the nature o f  the children’s 
SEN. Parents o f  pupils in special schools reported more difficulty in finding placements. 
Supports received for pupils with SEN included resource, or learning support teaching and 
SN A  support. The process o f  applying for supports and resources was found to be the aspect 
o f  SEN provision which caused parents most dissatisfaction. Parents o f  pupils in primary and 
special school settings tended to be more positive about the supports received than those in 
post-primary schools particularly with regard to the level o f  know ledge o f  SEN teachers and 
the curriculum offered. M any parents referred to support received by SN A s and, w hile  
parents were generally positive about the role o f  SN A s, there were concerns raised about the 
future deployment o f  SN A s and fear o f  further reductions in resources based on econom ic  
uncertainty. Although this survey provides valuable information on the experiences o f  parents 
o f  pupils with SEN, it is limited in that only parents o f  pupils who were allocated support by  
the NC SE were included in the study. A s MGLD is considered a high-incidence learning 
disability by the DES (DES, 2005), support for these pupils is determined by individual 
schools at primary level as part o f  the GAM and, consequently, resources are no longer 
allocated as a result o f  application to the NCSE. The v iew s o f  parents o f  pupils with M GLD  
who have not been allocated support by the NC SE are thus not represented in Armstrong et 
a l.’s (2010) study. Further investigation o f  the v iew s o f  parents o f  pupils receiving support 
through the G AM  is warranted as part o f  an evaluation o f  this m odel.
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3 .6 .2  A cce ss  to m ainstream  sch oo ls
Armstrong et al.’s finding that a substantial minority o f  parents had difficulty gaining 
access to a mainstream school is supported by findings from other studies. Flatman Watson 
(2004) conducted a survey on access involving parents o f  pupils with GLD in Dublin and 
Kildare. Her study found that 54% had experienced negative outcom es, with two-thirds 
having experienced m ultiple refusals. In these cases, parents were most often advised to seek  
placement for their children elsewhere. In relation to information on educational provision, 
70% o f  parents disagreed that information was readily available to them w hile just over half  
o f  respondents agreed that assessment personnel were helpful in supporting access to parents’ 
choice o f  educational setting. W hile the absence o f  information impacted negatively on 
parents’ ability to make decisions about placement, the survey indicates that the greater 
majority o f  parents had high aspirations for their children and wanted the best education  
possible to enable their children to reach their full potential. It is notable that only parents o f  
pupils w hose learning disabilities were identified prior to enrolment in a primary school were 
included in this study. A s highlighted earlier in this chapter, difficulties associated with  
MGLD are m ore likely to manifest them selves in the context o f  accessing a school 
curriculum than those o f  other GLDs (Fletcher-Campbell, 2005) and consequently som e  
parents o f  pupils with M GLD may not have been eligib le for inclusion in Flatman W atson’s
(2004) study.
Statistical information from the NC SE concerning appeals submitted in relation to access 
provides evidence that som e pupils with SEN experience difficulties gaining access to 
mainstream schools. Under Section 29 o f  the Education A ct (Government o f  Ireland, 1998) 
parents m ay appeal a decision taken by a school not to enrol a pupil. A  report b y  the N C SE  
(2009) indicated that in 2009, it had provided information to the Appeals Com m ittee in
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relation to approximately 95 cases involving children with diagnosed SEN. hi 30% o f  these 
cases, the appeal was withdrawn by parents. In 35% o f  cases the appeal was not upheld w hile  
in 18% o f  cases the appeal was upheld. In 17% o f  cases a facilitator or local resolution 
applied. These findings in relation to access are particularly relevant given the increase in the 
number o f  pupils aged 12 and over enrolling in special schools (Stevens & O ’Moore, 2009). 
The extent to which difficulty experienced in gaining access to mainstream schools is a factor 
in parents’ decision to transfer their children from mainstream to special schools for pupils 
with MGLD warrants further investigation. The balance o f  power in the parent-professional 
relationship w ith regard to decision-making is also an issue worthy o f  further investigation, 
particularly where v iew s conflict about the m ost appropriate placem ent for pupils. These 
questions are addressed in the current study in relation to the reason pupils transfer from  
mainstream to special schools for pupils with MGLD.
3 .6 .3  P a ren t-p ro fe ssio n a l re la tionsh ips
Fylling and Sandvin (1999) suggest that parents’ role in special education can be 
conceptualised as that o f  client or implementer. As a client, teachers tend to see parents as 
part o f  their child’s problem whereas in the role o f  implementer, parents are given som e  
responsibility in terms o f  the aims set out by the school without influencing how  things are 
done. Parents o f  pupils with emotional and behavioural problems are deemed more likely to 
assume the role o f  client. Both roles confer the balance o f  power on the professional and 
Fylling and Sandvin argue that this is due to the stigma attached to special education which  
restrains parents from forming collective resistance. Special education is perceived as 
different from ordinary education as it usually requires more specialized know ledge and 
involves different professionals, especially in the assessm ent process. Professionals are thus 
perceived as experts and outcomes o f  assessm ents becom e the “indisputable facts” (1999, p.
154). Allan (1996) suggests that pupils with SEN are constructed as objects o f  power and 
know ledge by professionals as they are objects o f  scrutiny within schools. Allan bases this 
assertion on a Foucouldian perspective, the basic premise o f  which is that the professional 
gaze, or surveillance, constructs individuals as both subjects and objects o f  know ledge and 
power (Foucault, 1982).
Armstrong (1995) suggests that parents are often perceived by professionals to be responsible 
for their children’s difficulties at school and this is a similar to the v iew  espoused by Croll 
and M oses (1985), who argue that teachers have a repertoire o f  explanations for children’s 
difficulties which centre on the psychological characteristics o f  the child and the social 
characteristics o f  the parents, without acknowledging the potential contribution o f  schools 
and teachers to these problems. Armstrong et al. (2010) found that the relationship between  
parents and schools played a central role in parents’ attitudes and experiences o f  special 
education services. Tensions, or difficulties in this relationship are identified in Shevlin et 
al.’s (2008) study which found evidence o f  a lack o f  trust in school-parent relationships 
which, they suggested, m ay be influenced by parental perceptions that the education system  
is dominated by a m edical m odel o f  thinking. Their study found a perception amongst 
advocacy groups that schools reacted defensively to empowered parents and tended to see  
them as a threat rather than as an asset.
In his study o f  dilemmas in special education, N orw ich (1993) included parent-professional 
influences as a dilem m a in terms o f  whether, and how, parents and professionals shared 
power relating to decisions about pupils with SEN. Educators from the U S and England 
participated in the study and the results indicated that there was no perceived dilemma, as 
participants from both countries suggested that parental contributions were welcom ed. In a
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subsequent study, (Norwich, 2008a), Norwich identifies tensions in only three areas, nam ely 
identification, curriculum and placement o f  pupils with SEN. H owever, the studies reviewed  
in this section provide evidence that a dilemma exists with regard to parent-professional 
influences where the balance o f  power is weighted in favour o f  professionals in decision­
making process. This is particularly relevant in the context o f  the current study as the role o f  
parents, pupils and professionals in the decision to transfer a pupil from a mainstream to a 
special school for pupils with MGLD is investigated.
3 .6 .4  Sum m ary
The 1998 Education Act (Government o f  Ireland, 1998) refers to the right o f  parents 
to send their children to a school o f  the parents’ choice and the 2004 EPSEN Act 
(Government o f  Ireland, 2004), confers on parents the right to what it describes as “greater 
involvem ent in the education o f  their children” (2004, p. 5). The legislation represented a 
m ove towards a legal policy  framework bestowing rights on parents which m ay be 
interpreted as confirm ing their position as consumers in education (Riddell, 2002). The 
findings o f  studies discussed in this section indicate legislation alone does not ensure parental 
involvem ent or participation in decision-making processes. The literature reviewed in 
relation to parental involvem ent and attitudes towards special educational provision would  
suggest that a dilem ma does exist with regard to the parent-professional relationship. The 
m odels o f  partnership discussed in this section view  the role o f  parents as that o f  client, or 
implementer, whereby the balance o f  power is weighted in favour o f  the professional. In the 
current study, the dilem m atic perspective, which forms part o f  the theoretical framework and 
acts as a lens for analysis, includes the parent-professional relationship as a dilem ma o f  
difference with regard to educational provision for pupils with M GLD. The role o f  parents 
and professionals in the decision to transfer pupils from mainstream schools to special
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schools for pupils with M GLD forms the basis for one o f  the research questions in the current 
study. The final section in this chapter addresses the literature on this transfer process.
3.7 Transfer from mainstream to special schools
M uch o f  the literature on the transfer process betw een sectors refers to transfer from  
special schools to mainstream provision, particularly in relation to pupils with M GLD. This 
reflects a v iew , which has been reinforced through policy initiatives such as the GAM  (DES, 
2005) that, given the appropriate support, pupils with M GLD can be successfully  included in 
mainstream classrooms. The view  that inclusion can be fostered through allocation o f  
resources has been challenged. Slee (2008) argues that the core business o f  inclusive  
education is the reform o f  curriculum, pedagogy and assessm ent and not how  resources are to 
be allocated. A  number o f  the studies on the transfer o f  pupils between mainstream and 
special schools have focussed on pupils’ experiences of, and perspectives on, educational 
provision in both settings.
3.7 .1  P u p i ls ’ p e rsp e c tiv e s  on ed u ca tio n a l p ro v is io n  in m ainstream  a n d  s p e c ia l
sch o o ls
Jacklin’s (1998) study on pupils’ experience o f  the transfer process between special 
and mainstream schools in the UK, explored the perspectives o f  15 pupils who had 
experience o f  mainstream and special schooling. The process o f  transfer encom passes the 
w hole process o f  m ovem ent from one school to another, beginning with the early stages o f  
identification that a pupil m ay need to leave a placem ent and ending with full-tim e placem ent 
in the receiving school. O f the group o f  pupils studied, five had transferred due to emotional 
and social difficulties w h ile learning and social difficulties were stated as reasons for two  
other pupils. A ll pupils had a medical condition, or a degree o f  physical disability, as w ell as
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varying degrees o f  emotional, behavioural and learning difficulties. A ll pupils identified 
differences between mainstream and special schools, particularly regarding organisational 
features, teachers and teaching styles, and friends and friendship groups. The m ost important 
issue identified from the pupils’ perspective was that o f  friendships, including relationships 
with peers, building and maintaining friendships and achieving status am ongst peer groups. 
Seven o f  the eight pupils who transferred from mainstream referred to feelings o f  isolation  
from their peers in their mainstream settings and felt more included in the special school.
Pupils’ perspectives on their relationships with peers in special schools are the focus o f  a 
sm all-scale exploratory study carried out in one school for pupils with M GLD in London by  
Norwich (1997). H is study explores the perspectives o f  adolescents with M GLD on their 
experiences o f  special schools, and their self-perceptions, in order to identify whether these  
perspectives reflected a tension between positive and negative consequences. Norw ich was 
referring to the tension that exists between pupils’ need and desire for additional support and 
the potential for stigmatisation o f  those attending special schools. The majority o f  pupils 
interviewed indicated that special schools were for those who could not read or write and for 
those with learning difficulties. In describing their personal feelings about attending a special 
school, m ost positive responses related to quality o f  teaching and curriculum, w hile m ost 
negative responses related to bullying or teasing, both within and outside the school 
environment. The majority o f  pupils reported that the special school helped pupils with  
literacy difficulties or with learning difficulties in general. H owever, few  had confidence o f  
this type o f  support being available in a mainstream post-primary school. W ith respect to the 
tension betw een availing o f  educational provision in special schools and stigmatisation, 
Norwich (1997) argues that the findings were consistent with “the assumption o f  a balance 
between positive learning benefits and negative aspects o f  teasing and devaluation” (p. 49).
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In a later study, Norwich and K elly (2005) explored the perspective o f  pupils with M GLD, 
aged between ten and fourteen, from mainstream and special schools on positive and negative 
aspects o f  educational provision in mainstream and special schools. In this study, 74% o f  
pupils in special schools had previously attended mainstream schools and so, were able to 
comment on both forms o f  provision. Some o f  these pupils expressed the view  that there was 
greater support from learning support assistants in special schools than had been available to 
them in mainstream schools. Others reported experiences o f  isolation in mainstream schools  
or bullying from their mainstream peers. There were m ixed view s expressed in relation to 
teachers in mainstream schools, with some pupils suggesting that teachers did not seem  to 
understand their learning difficulties. However, there were also som e positive experiences o f  
mainstream schools reported, including more opportunities to pursue hobbies in larger 
schools. One o f  the m ost interesting findings from this study is that boys o f  post-primary age 
in special schools were more dissatisfied with being in their present school than any other 
group o f  pupils in mainstream or special schools. Furthermore, boys o f  post-primary age in 
mainstream schools, who expressed dissatisfaction with elem ents o f  their educational 
provision, still preferred remaining in a mainstream school. These findings are significant to 
the Irish context particularly when considered in light o f  the fact that the majority o f  pupils 
attending special schools for MGLD are boys o f  post-primary age.
3 .7 .2  R eason s f o r  transfer o f  p u p ils  fro m  m ain stream  to  s p e c ia l  sch o o ls  in Ire la n d
A recent Irish study on the reasons pupils transfer from mainstream to special schools 
(K elly & Devitt, 2010), identifies reasons for the prevalence o f  transfer amongst pupils over 
the age o f  12. The study consisted o f  two phases. Phase one included a survey o f  principals in 
54 special schools in Ireland and phase two consisted o f  interviews with parents, pupils and 
teachers in special schools. O f the 54 schools involved in phase one o f  the study, the largest
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groups represented included 17 special schools for pupils with M GLD, 18 special schools for 
pupils with moderate GLD and seven special schools for pupils experiencing emotional 
disturbance. O f the ten schools which participated in phase two o f  the study, five were special 
schools for pupils with M GLD, two were special schools for pupils with moderate GLD and 
special schools for pupils with physical disabilities, hearing impairment and emotional 
disturbance were also represented. The results o f  their survey indicate an increase in the 
number o f  pupils transferring to special schools between 2004 and 2009. In special schools 
for pupils with M GLD, the results indicate a 75% increase in the number o f  pupils enrolling 
from mainstream schools during this five year period. Overall, 90-95%  o f  pupils in special 
schools for pupils with M GLD and moderate GLD transfer between the ages o f  12 and 15. 
The study found a variety o f  reasons for the transfer o f  pupils to special schools including  
academic, social, emotional, behavioural and, to a lesser extent, physical or health-related 
needs. The results o f  the survey indicate that 90% o f  pupils who transferred from mainstream  
primary schools to special schools for pupils with M GLD did so for academ ic reasons and 
74% did so for social reasons. Similarly, 91% who transferred from post-primary schools did 
so for academic reasons w hile 57% did so for social reasons. H owever, 62% o f  those who 
transferred at this stage did so for emotional and behavioural reasons. Academ ic reasons 
included the number o f  subjects in the post-primary curriculum, lack o f  emphasis on life  
skills, class size and over-reliance on SNA support. Social and behavioural reasons included 
social exclusion and pupils’ awareness o f  their ow n difficulties in mainstream schools. 
Parents expressed dissatisfaction with aspects o f  support in mainstream schools including  
difficulties accessing resources and a perceived lack o f  teacher know ledge and training in the 
area o f  SEN. The study also investigates parents and pupils perspectives on the decision­
making process regarding placement in the special schools. Their findings indicate m ixed  
experiences on the part o f  13 parents interviewed, with six reporting that mainstream schools
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initiated the transfer process and seven reporting that they m ade the decision them selves in 
consultation with the principals o f  the special schools. The majority o f  pupils interviewed  
reported that they had talked with their parents about leaving their mainstream school. W hile  
the findings from the survey are presented according to the category o f  special school, 
findings from the interviews relate to all special schools represented.
Although K elly and D evitt’s (2010) study provides a com prehensive overview  o f  reasons 
pupils seek enrolment in special schools, the view s o f  teachers and principals in mainstream  
schools were not sought. This raises som e issues as the findings are m ainly expressed in 
terms o f  difficulties experienced by pupils in mainstream schools. A s key stakeholders in 
educational provision for pupils with SEN, teachers and principals in mainstream schools are 
central to the transfer process and can contribute an insider perspective on the types o f  
difficulties and challenges experienced by mainstream schools in m eeting the learning needs 
o f  these pupils. Frederickson et al. (2004) draw attention to a lack o f  studies on experiences 
o f  inclusion which obtained multiple stakeholder perspectives, thereby offering lim ited  
opportunities to look at comm onalities and differences. The inclusion o f  m ultiple 
stakeholders is identified as crucial to developing effective com m unication and collaboration. 
This is particularly relevant to the Irish context given the suggestion that special schools are 
becom ing increasingly isolated from mainstream schools (M cCarthy & K enny, 2006; Stevens 
& O ’M oore, 2009) and the recommendation for the need to develop links between both 
sectors (Ware et al., 2009). The current study includes perspectives from key stakeholder 
including pupils, parents, principals and teachers in mainstream and special schools.
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W hile m ost o f  the literature on the transfer process focuses on the transfer from  
special to mainstream schools, studies o f  the transfer o f  pupils from mainstream to special 
schools identify academic, social, emotional and behavioural factors am ong the reasons for 
this phenomenon. Norw ich (2008a) highlights the tension, or dilemma, w hich exists for 
pupils attending special schools between the desire for additional support and the potential 
for stigmatisation which m ay result. A  recent Irish study, (K elly  & Devitt, 2010), o f  the 
transfer o f  pupils over the age o f  12 from mainstream to special schools indicates a high  
percentage o f  pupils are transferring to special schools for pupils with M GLD betw een the 
ages o f  12 and 15. Given the high percentage o f  pupils transferring to special schools for 
pupils with M GLD, further research which focuses on this particular category is warranted. 
The view s o f  key stakeholders involved in the transfer process, including teachers and 
principal in mainstream schools, are necessary to identify issues which m ay be com m on or 
different in each sector and to promote greater linkage and collaboration through research. 
The current study aims to bridge this gap in the literature.
3.8 Summary and Conclusion
The findings o f  studies relating to the four areas identified by N orw ich (1993; 2008a) 
as representing dilem m as in special education were review ed in this chapter. This structure 
was chosen as the dilem matic perspective forms a central part o f  the theoretical framework 
outlined in the previous chapter. A s stated at the outset o f  this literature review , the aim was 
not to present an argument for or against one type o f  educational provision over another. The 
aim was sim ply to identify issues raised in the literature which w ere relevant to the dilem mas 
o f  difference in special education identified by Norwich. These issues represent dilem m as at 
an ideological level as they relate to the social values underpinning po licy  but also at a
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3.7.3 Summary
pragmatic level as they influence and reflect efforts to resolve tensions through policy  
frameworks. This perspective, which recognizes the ideological dilem m as presented when  
policy is based on values o f  equality and social justice, provides the lens for analysis o f  the 
findings o f  the current study. These dilemmas relate to issues o f  identification, placement, 
curriculum and pedagogy and the parent-professional relationship.
A review o f  the literature in relation to the identification o f  pupils with M GLD highlights a 
lack o f  clarity in relation to the category o f  M GLD, the prevalence o f  additional needs 
amongst pupils attending special schools and the heterogenous nature o f  this category. 
Literature relevant to the issue o f  placement indicates a lack o f  empirical evidence to support 
the effectiveness o f  inclusion in mainstream schools, suggesting that policies supporting 
inclusion are values-based rather than empirically-based. A  number o f  studies also highlight 
difficulties experienced by pupils in terms o f  social inclusion in mainstream schools. Reports 
and studies relating to curriculum and pedagogy highlight deficiencies, particularly with  
regard to curriculum at post-primary level, and the need for curricular reform at this level is 
recognised. Despite the lack o f  evidence to support a specific pedagogy for pupils with 
M GLD, there is evidence o f  difficulties experienced by teachers in adapting and 
differentiating the curriculum and a need for training and professional developm ent. Analysis 
o f  the literature in relation to parent-professional relationships indicates that parents hold  
positive attitudes towards inclusion but there is evidence o f  dissatisfaction with regard to 
supports and resources available to pupils in mainstream schools. Studies indicate that the 
balance o f  pow er in the parent-professional relationship tends to be weighted in favour o f  the 
professionals. Finally the literature relating to the transfer o f  pupils from mainstream to 
special schools indicates that academic, social, em otional and behavioural difficulties 
experienced by pupils in mainstream schools are factors influencing this process.
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This literature review  also highlights som e gaps and limitations in the research on pupils with 
M GLD in Ireland. W hile there has been an increase in research based on issues relevant to 
special educational provision in Ireland in recent years, m uch o f  this research addresses SEN  
as a broad category rather than focusing on specific groups, or categories, including M GLD. 
W ith the exception o f  recently published studies, including Stevens and O ’M oore (2009) and 
K elly and Devitt (2010), there has been a dearth o f  research concerned with issues relating to 
educational provision for pupils with MGLD in Ireland (Travers et al., 2011). In light o f  this, 
and other recent policy  developments (including the introduction o f  the G AM ), it is necessary 
to conduct research which draws attention to the implications o f  policy for these groups o f  
pupils. The literature would suggest that recent trends in special education, including the 
transfer o f  pupils from mainstream to special schools, seem s to be particularly prevalent in 
the case o f  special schools for MGLD. It is tim ely, therefore, to conduct research w hich  
focuses on this particular issue with regard to this particular group o f  pupils. It is also 
necessary to include the key  stakeholders concerned in this process.
This study investigates factors which influence the transfer o f  pupils from mainstream  
schools to special schools for pupils with M GLD. The view s o f  stakeholders, including 
teachers and principals from mainstream primary, post-primary schools and special schools, 
parents o f  pupils with M GLD who transferred from mainstream schools and the pupils 
them selves, are represented.
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4.1 Introduction
This study explores factors influencing the transfer o f  pupils with M GLD from 
mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with M GLD. This was undertaken using  
qualitative methods o f  inquiry in an attempt to make sense of, or interpret, this phenomenon  
in terms o f  the m eanings attributed to it by the people involved. In order to provide a 
rationale for the choice o f  m ethodology, and to clearly articulate the link between  
m ethodology and theoretical perspectives which act as analytical lens, this chapter is 
structured according to the five phases o f  qualitative research outlined by Dcnzin and Lincoln
(2005). These include the researcher, interpretive paradigms, strategies o f  inquiry, data 
collection and analysis and finally, the art, practices and politics o f  interpretation and 
evaluation.
4.2 The researcher
Denzin and Lincoln (2005) state that behind these five phases stands the 
biographically situated researcher who enters the research process from inside an interpretive 
comm unity with its ow n historical research traditions. A  researcher in the field o f  special 
education has to identify the assumptions conveyed through questions asked, language used  
and interpretations made, as the story that is told is mediated through the personal values and 
experiences o f  the researcher (Armstrong, Armstrong & Barton, 1998). Echoing this 
perspective, Creswell (2003) suggests that the interpretative nature o f  qualitative research 
brings with it a range o f  strategic, ethical and personal issues. Researchers are obliged to 
explicitly  identify their biases, values and personal interests in the research topic.
Chapter 4: Methodology
It should be noted, therefore, that personal interest in this area stems from m y former role as a 
teacher in primary schools and m y current professional role as lecturer in the area o f  special 
education. This was conveyed to participants during the consent process. It is part o f  m y role 
as a lecturer in the field o f  special education to promote inclusive practice in schools. I am 
not a neutral observer, or entirely objective researcher, due to m y experiences as a former 
teacher o f  pupils with M GLD in mainstream and special class settings in primary schools. I 
was also known to som e participants from this and m y present role. This raises a number o f  
ethical issues, including issues o f  power relations between the researcher and participant, 
which are addressed later in this chapter.
4.3 Interpretive paradigms and perspectives
A s outlined in Chapter 2, this qualitative study is informed by  an interpretive research 
paradigm which draws on elements o f  the critical hermeneutic tradition in its attempt to g ive  
a voice to participants on their perspectives and experiences o f  the transfer process betw een  
mainstream and special schools. The underlying assumptions which guide this study include 
a relativist ontology, a subjectivist, or transactional epistem ology and a naturalistic set o f  
m ethodological procedures. The critical hermeneutic tradition holds that there is only  
interpretation and that there are no value-free descriptions in qualitative research (K incheloe  
& McClaren, 2003). N orw ich (2002) identifies the social values which shape special 
educational provision as equity, individuality and power-sharing. The interpretive paradigm  
underpinning this study allowed for the construction o f  a theoretical framework w hich  
highlighted the com peting values, tensions and com plexities within the field o f  special 
education. Clark, D yson and Millward (1998) call for a theory that recognises the m ultiple  
forces which shape special education, its com plexities and the historical context in w hich it 
has developed. An interpretive approach to analysis, which draws on elem ents o f  the critical
hermeneutic tradition, allows the interpreter to incorporate social and historical dynamics in 
the shaping o f  interpretation. The theoretical framework and m ethodology are thus linked, 
through recognition o f  the centrality o f  these historical and social forces, which have shaped 
the development o f  special education provision.
4.4 Strategies of inquiry
A m ultiple case study design was considered m ost appropriate given the qualitative 
nature o f  the study and appropriateness o f  the case study when investigating contextual 
conditions w hich are seen as pertinent to the focus o f  study. Stake (1995) defines case study 
as the study o f  the particularity and com plexity o f  a single case, the case being a specific, 
com plex, functioning thing. Four special schools for pupils with M GLD were the subject o f  
this multiple case study. Each case had its own story to tell and was unique in terms o f  its 
particular context but, in m ultiple case study design, the interest is in the collection o f  cases, 
or collective case. Each single case was investigated as i f  it were the only one, as each case 
was a com plex entity located in its own situation and context. As the aim o f  this study was to 
seek the perspectives o f  those m ost closely involved in the process o f  transfer o f  pupils to 
special schools for pupils with MGLD, the focus was on the special schools as cases rather 
than individual pupils. This allowed for the view s o f  a greater number o f  participants to be  
heard than would have been possible otherwise. Parents w ho did not w ish their children to 
participate in the study could still take part and parents who were unable, or unw illing, to 
participate could still provide consent for their children to take part. M ore teachers could be 
represented in the special schools as the focus was on their experience working with m any 
pupils, rather than a single pupil. By focusing on the schools as the case, no parent, teacher or 
pupil who wished to participate in the study was excluded from doing so. The study was 
concerned with giving a voice to the four key groups involved, w h ile  recognising the
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importance o f  the context in which the transfer process took place. The focus on special 
schools as cases broadened the scope o f  the study, as it allow ed for an investigation o f  
comm onalities and differences in educational provision for pupils w ith M GLD between  
mainstream and special schools. It also allowed for an examination o f  the transfer process 
with regard to the roles played by all the participants involved in the mainstream and special 
school context. For this reason, it was essential that perspectives o f  teachers and principals in 
mainstream and special schools were sought. The use o f  schools as case studies is not unusual 
in research in special education. Humphrey and Lew is (2008) em ployed a m ultiple case study 
design, which involved four schools, in their investigation o f  the effectiveness o f  inclusive  
education for students with autistic spectrum disorders in mainstream schools. Mac Nab, 
V isser and D aniels (2008) also used this design to identify and exam ine educational provision  
for students aged 14 to 16 years with SEBD at colleges o f  further education in the UK.
4 .4 .1  E th ica l issues
Conducting research in the area o f  special education raises a number o f  ethical issues 
and any research should be conducted within a framework o f  values (Sheehy, 2005). Not 
least am ong these issues is the role played in the research process by those who are the focus 
o f  the study, pupils with M GLD, their parents and their teachers. H ence, it is important to 
address the role as researcher in terms o f  the power relations that exist between researcher 
and participant. B ishop (2005) advises the researcher and research participant to reflect on 
issues o f  pow er by addressing five critical issues to evaluate pow er relations before and 
during the research activity. These issues include initiation, benefits, representation, 
legitimation and accountability.
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This research was initiated as part o f  the requirements o f  a doctorate in education. The 
aim o f  the research was identified as part o f  this process by m e, as researcher, under the 
supervision o f  a team o f  three supervisors. Permission was sought from an ethics comm ittee 
before embarking on data collection. Another issue at the initial stages was that o f  obtaining 
access to pupils with M GLD in special school settings. This w as necessary in order to 
interview pupils. Parental consent was gained through the schools initially. It was important 
that all those who agreed to becom e involved in the research understood its purpose and 
anticipated outcom es. Lew is and Porter (2004) suggest that it is important to provide 
opportunities to participants to grant or withhold assent from involvem ent and that this 
consent process should be ongoing. As the research unfolds, participants can express their 
view s about continued involvem ent at any stage during the research process. Creswell (2003) 
highlights a number o f  elements which should be made explicit in a consent form. These  
include:
•  The right to participate voluntarily and the right to withdraw at any time
• The purpose and procedures o f  the study
•  The right to ask questions and obtain copies o f  results
•  The benefits o f  the study to the participants and schools
•  Signatures o f  participants and researchers agreeing to provisions.
Guided by Creswell, this study em ployed a rigorous consent process whereby all
initial contact with participants was made through participating schools which acted as
gatekeepers. A ll participants were informed, both verbally and in writing, o f  their right to 
withdraw from the process at any stage (Appendices H-P). A ll participants signed consent 
forms outlining that they had been informed o f  their right to withdraw from the research. 
Consent was sought for pupil participants both from their parents and from the pupils
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4.4.1 A  Initiation
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them selves (Appendices 0 -Q ). The purpose o f  the study was explained to pupil participants 
verbally and pictorially in the presence o f  a trusted adult. Pupils were accom panied by a 
trusted adult in all interviews.
Informed consent is also an issue when teachers are asked to participate in research that uses 
the narrative interview. Indeed, there are a number o f  ethical considerations in narrative 
research, as it involves the formulation o f  meanings for participants’ narrative expressions, 
often in quite different terms than the participants them selves m ay expect. Participants were 
informed that they could have copies o f  interview transcripts and that they could make any 
changes to these transcripts through the addition, amendment or deletion o f  content. All 
participants were given m y contact details so that this could be facilitated. Participants were 
also informed that they would receive a summary o f  findings on com pletion o f  the research 
project.
4 .4 .1 .2  B en efits
Bishop (2005) questions whether participants gain, or are disadvantaged, from the 
research process. It was envisaged that the outcom es o f  this study would benefit all 
participants by giving them a voice, as stakeholders who have experience in the transfer o f  
pupils from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with M GLD. It was hoped that 
the outcom es would highlight the perspectives o f  principals, teachers, parents and pupils and 
inform the wider educational community o f  these perspectives. Every effort w as made to 
ensure that no participant was disadvantaged by taking part in this research. N o  school or 
participant was named or identified at any stage in the docum enting and reporting o f  research 
outcomes and all participants were informed that information given would be held in 
confidence. A ll recordings and transcripts were kept under lock  and key and were accessed  
only by  m e, as researcher. Digital recordings were deleted on com pletion o f  the project and
all other data w ill be destroyed after a period o f ten years, during which tim e it may be used  
for teaching purposes only. This was explained to participants as part o f  the process o f  
informed consent. In order to protect the identity o f  schools and participants, a coding process 
was used to report findings. The four special schools selected for this multiple case study 
were referred to as cases A, B, C and D. Participants were referred to by code only; for 
example, teacher two in a special school in case A  was coded as Teacher 2A.
4 .4 .1 .3  R epresen ta tion  
Tw o key issues which must be addressed when undertaking qualitative research are 
those o f representation and legitimation (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Bishop (2005) describes 
representation in terms o f  whether the research constitutes an adequate depiction o f  a social 
reality. This study was designed to include the voices o f  the key stakeholders involved in the 
transfer o f  pupils from mainstream to special schools for pupils with MGLD. Principals, 
teachers, parents and pupils in each o f  the case study schools participated in this research. In 
order to ensure that mainstream schools were not in any w ay misrepresented, teachers and 
principals from mainstream primary and post-primary schools were also included. This was 
essential to the integrity o f  the research process as the research questions included an 
examination o f  participants’ perspectives on educational provision for pupils with MGLD in 
mainstream and special schools, in order to identify com m onalities and differences in 
provision. Obtaining the view s o f  multiple stakeholders provided an opportunity to establish 
these differences, which Frederickson et al. (2004) identify as important in promoting 
collaboration with regard to perspectives and experiences o f  inclusion. Teachers and 
principals from mainstream schools were included as participants as they were directly  
involved in educational provision for pupils with M GLD before they transferred to special 
schools and during the transfer process.
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Obtaining the perspectives o f  pupils was also essential as pupils with M GLD were the focus 
o f  the study. Lew is and Porter (2004) argue that research in the field o f  special education 
should be both inclusive and participatory in nature with an emphasis on research with, rather 
than research on, people with learning disabilities. Pupils from each o f  the four special 
schools participated in this study. In order to facilitate pupils in expressing their view s on the 
reasons they transferred to special schools and on educational provision in mainstream and 
special schools, photographs o f  school activities were used as prompts when required. 
Participation o f  pupils who communicated through sign language was also facilitated through 
the presence o f  an interpreter. Costley (2000) warns o f  difficulties, including issues o f  status 
and position, in relation to pupils5 perception o f  what the interviewer wants to hear and peer 
group pressure. In som e cases, particularly with younger or less confident pupils, it m ay be 
more appropriate to interview pupils in small groups. Hence, pupils were interviewed in 
small groups o f  three and no child under the age o f  12 participated in this study.
4 .4 .1 .4  L eg itim a tion
Legitim ation concerns the authority o f  a'text and how  it claim s to be accurate, true 
and com plete (Bishop, 2005). This is a question o f  epistem ology and requires what Denzin  
and Lincoln (2005) refer to as “a rethinking o f  validity, generalizability and reliability” 
(p. 19). Qualitative approaches use the terms trustworthiness, credibility and transferability 
rather than validity or reliability (Creswell, 2007). Triangulation o f  data sources in this study 
was used to establish credibility. Four different groups were represented including principals, 
teachers, parents and pupils in each o f  the special schools. Principals and teachers in 
mainstream primary and post-primary schools were also included as data sources. The 
process o f  triangulation occurs during data collection and analysis (Stake, 2006). It involves 
discussion with critical insiders and outsiders. The ‘insiders5 in this study included the team
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o f  supervisors overseeing the research and the ‘outsider’ w as a colleague who was not 
involved in any w ay with the data collection but who assisted in checking the coding process 
o f  analysis.
A s this was a case study design, there is no claim to generalisability. H owever, a multiple 
case study design is used when the goal is to understand som ething other than the single case 
(Stake, 1995). The involvem ent o f  four schools, rather than one, in a m ultiple case study 
design, allow s for generalisation across the four individual cases as som e comparison is 
inevitable (Stake, 2006). The use o f  multiple cases adds confidence to findings. 
Generalisations are made from one case to the next on conceptual, rather than representative, 
grounds. K now ledge can be transferred from one case to another and through a process o f  
naturalistic generalisation based on experience (Stake, 2005). The underlying premise o f  the 
interpretive approach is that knowledge is socially constructed and through the research 
process, the researcher assists readers in the construction o f  know ledge by presenting an 
interpretation o f  a particular phenomenon, which, in this study, was the transfer o f  pupils 
with M GLD from mainstream to special schools. There was an articulated theoretical 
framework which underpinned the study and framed the cross-case analysis (M iles & 
Huberman, 1994). This framework, which was outlined in Chapter 2, guided interpretation 
and analysis in this study. Observations were interpretive and, as w ell as offering m y  
interpretations based on the process o f  analysis, readers have the opportunity to generate their 
own interpretations.
4 .4 .1 .5  A ccou n tab ility  
Accountability is an issue when it comes to responsibility for the evaluation and 
dissemination o f  the research report (Bishop, 2005). It is an issue o f  who uses the findings 
and for what purpose. The findings were used in this research study which was carried out as
8 1
part o f  the requirements for the Doctorate in Education programme in St. Patrick’s College, 
Drumcondra, Dublin. Findings are to be used in m y role as lecturer in the area o f  SEN on 
undergraduate and postgraduate courses in St. A ngela’s College, Sligo. It is hoped that the 
dissemination o f  findings from this study will provide participants with the opportunity to 
have their experiences and perspectives on educational provision for pupils with MGLD  
heard amongst the wider educational community.
4.5 Data collection and analysis
4.5.1 S election  o f  the case
The com m on characteristic for each case w as that they were special schools for pupils 
with MGLD but each case had unique characteristics in terms o f  staffing, pupils, location and 
educational provision. Schools for this multiple case study were selected on the basis o f  their 
relevance, diversity across contexts and the opportunity they provided to leam  about 
com plexity and contexts (Stake, 2006). This study recognised the importance and com plexity 
o f  context in shaping the view s and experiences o f  all those involved.
4 .5 .2  D esc r ip tio n  o f  ca ses
4 .5 .2 .1  C a se  A
Case A  is a large school, catering for a w ide urban catchment area. The school had an 
enrolment o f  137 pupils, between the ages o f  5 and 18 years, at the tim e o f  this study. The 
majority o f  pupils in the school were between the ages o f  12 and 18, with a two to one ratio 
o f  boys to girls. There w ere four classes in the junior section o f  the school for pupils up to the 
age o f  12 and eight classes in the senior section. The senior section was divided into four 
post-primary and three senior cycle classes. There were 17 teachers and 13 SNAs. There 
were also specialist teachers, who were subject teachers, in the post-primary section o f  the
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school. These included a hom e-econom ics teacher and part time teachers for woodwork, 
computer studies, drama, m usic, art and P.E. There was also a fulltim e speech and language 
therapist and an occupational therapist in the school. The school had the service o f  a 
psychologist two days a month. The enrolment policy stated that the school was a specialist 
school which provided for the academic, personal and social needs o f  pupils with M GLD, 
who could best benefit educationally from placement in the school. Pupils were required to 
have M GLD as their primary SEN. The primary curriculum w as offered to pupils in the 
school. FETAC m odules were offered to pupils in the post-primary and senior cycle classes.
4 .5 .2 .2  C ase B
Case B is a relatively large urban school with an enrolment o f  90 pupils. The school 
caters for a w ide urban and rural catchment area across two counties. Pupils range in age  
from 5 to 18, but the majority o f  pupils were aged 12 and over. There was a two to one ratio 
o f  boys to girls at the time o f  this study. There were 15 teachers in the school including 11 
class teachers, a P.E. teacher, a hom e-econom ics teacher, a hom e-school liaison teacher and 
the principal. There were 12 SNAs. The school received the service o f  a speech and language 
therapist three days a week. There were 11 class groupings, three o f  which catered for pupils 
aged 5 to 12. There was a distinct primary and post-primary structure in the school, both in 
terms o f  the school layout and curricular provision. Pupils were taught the primary 
curriculum up to the age o f  12 or 13. In the post-primary section, there were four classes for 
pupils follow ing the JCSP, two classes following the LCA Programme and a Leavers’ Group 
engaged in vocational and social training. The enrolment policy stated that the school catered 
for pupils with M GLD based on the school’s ability to m eet a pupil’s SEN.
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4 .5 .2 .3  C ase C
Case C is a m edium -sized school in a small urban area with an enrolment o f  
approximately 59 pupils at the time o f  this study. 19 o f  these pupils had moderate GLD. 10 o f  
those w ith M GLD were members o f  the Traveller Community. The school catered for pupils 
from a large catchment area in one county. Pupils ranged in age from 4 to 18 years. The 
majority o f  pupils were aged 12 and over. There was a two to one ratio o f  boys to girls. There 
were 7 teachers in the school, not including the principal. 6 o f  these were class teachers and 
there was a resource teacher for pupils on the autistic spectrum. There w ere also 3 part-time 
teachers funded by the local VEC who taught hom e-econom ics, w oodwork and computer 
skills. There were 13 SN A s in the school. The school was structured according to a junior, 
m iddle and senior section. There were two classes in the junior section, one catering for 
pupils aged six to eleven and another catering for children aged ten to tw elve. There were two 
classes in the m iddle section for pupils between the ages o f  12 and 15 and there w ere two  
classes in the senior section for pupils between the ages o f  15 and 18. The pupils fo llow ed the 
primary curriculum throughout the school. Pupils in the senior end could follow  programmes 
to achieve a FETAC award. The enrolment policy  stated that the school catered for pupils 
with M GLD, although there was considerable flexibility in relation to this.
4 .5 .2 .4  C a se  D
Case D is a small school in a small urban area with an enrolment o f  approximately 40  
pupils at the time o f  this study. The school caters for a relatively large catchment area 
encompassing the east and south-west o f  one county. Pupils range in age from 4 to 18 years. 
The majority o f  pupils were aged 12 and over with only nine pupils betw een the ages o f  4  and 
11. There were six classes in the school including a class for pupils with sensory impairment. 
There were six class teachers and the principal. There were two classes for pupils betw een the 
ages o f  4 and 11 and there were three classes for older pupils. The sensory class catered for
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three pupils between the ages o f  8 and 9 years. There were also four teachers allocated to the 
school on a part-time basis for hom e-econom ics, woodwork, m usic and P.E. There were 13 
SN A s and one part-time nurse whose post was funded by the HSE. A ll pupils follow ed the 
primary curriculum. FETAC modules for older pupils were being piloted in the school at the 
time o f  this study. The school enrolment policy stated that the school catered for pupils 
w hose primary disability was MGLD. There were a small number o f  pupils in the school who  
had moderate GLD but the principal reported that these pupils had M GLD when they were 
enrolled in the school.
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Table 3 provides a summary o f  cases.
Table 3: Sum m ary o f  ca se  s tu d y  sch oo ls
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4 .5 .3  D esc r ip tio n  o f  m ainstream  schools
N ine mainstream schools participated in this study. F ive o f  these were mainstream  
primary schools and four were mainstream post-primary schools. Pupils had transferred from  
each o f  these schools to one o f  the special schools participating as cases in this study, within
a period o f  five  years prior to data collection for this study. Table 4 provides details o f  each 
school according to enrolment, gender o f  pupils, curricula offered, the number o f  pupils who 
transferred to a special school for pupils with M GLD and the case study school to which  
pupils transferred.
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Table 4: Description o f  mainstream schools









Primary 1A 200-250 Mixed Primary Curriculum 2 A
Primary 2A 200-250 Boys Primary Curriculum 2 A
Primary B 200-250 Mixed Primary Curriculum 3 B
Primary C 450-500 Boys Primary Curriculum 9 C
Primary D 450-500 Boys Primary Curriculum 1 D
Post-primary A 
















secondary school 850-900 Boys
Junior Certificate 
Leaving Certificate 1 C
Post-primary D 






4 .5 .3 .1  M ain stream  p r im a ry  sch o o ls
Mainstream primary 1A is a m ixed school on the outskirts o f  a large urban area, with 
an enrolment o f  between 200 and 250 pupils. Mainstream primary 2A  is an all-boys school in 
an inner city area. Two pupils had transferred from each o f  these schools to case A  within the 
time period specified.
Mainstream primary B is a m ixed school, on the outskirts o f  a m edium -sized urban area, with 
an enrolment o f  between 200 and 250 pupils. Three pupils had transferred to case B within 
the time frame specified.
Mainstream primary C is an all-boys school, on the outskirts o f  a m edium -sized urban area, 
with an enrolment o f  between 450 and 500 pupils. N ine pupils had transferred during the time 
period, the majority o f  whom  were members o f  the Travelling Community.
Mainstream primary D is also an all-boys school, in a small urban area, w ith an enrolment o f  
between 450 and 500 pupils. One pupil had transferred to case D  within the tim e frame o f  
five years. The Primary Curriculum (Government o f  Ireland, 1999) was offered in all the 
mainstream primary schools.
4 .5 3 .2  M ain stream  p o st-p r im a ry  sch o o ls  
Post-primary A is an all-boys secondary school, in a suburban area, with an enrolment 
o f  between 150 and 200 pupils. The curricula offered included the Junior Certificate, Junior 
Certificate Schools Programme (JCSP), Leaving Certificate and Leaving Certificate Applied 
(LCA) programmes. One pupil had transferred from this school to case A  during the five year 
time period.
Post-primary B is a com m unity school in a m edium -sized urban area, w ith an enrolment o f  
between 500 and 550 pupils. The curricula offered included the Junior Certificate, Junior 
Certificate Schools Programme (JCSP), Leaving Certificate and Leaving Certificate Applied  
(LCA) programmes. Tw o pupils had transferred from this school to case A  during the five  
year time period.
Post-primary C is a secondary school in a m edium -sized urban area, with an enrolment o f  
between 850 and 900 pupils. One pupil had transferred to case C within the time period
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specified for this study. The curricula offered include the Junior Certificate and Leaving  
Certificate programmes.
Post-primary D is a vocational school in a small urban area, with an enrolment o f  between  
100 and 150 pupils. One pupil had transferred to case D  within the time period outlined. The 
curricula offered include Junior Certificate, JCSP, Leaving Certificate and LCA programmes.
4 .5 .4  R esea rch  p a r tic ip a n ts
Participants in this study included principals, teachers, parents and pupils in each 
special school. Participants also included principals, deputy principals and teachers from  
mainstream primary and post-primary schools who had experience o f  the transfer o f  a pupil 
to a case study school. There were 76 participants involved in the study across the four cases  
including four principals, twelve teachers, twenty six parents and eighteen pupils. Five  
mainstream primary principals, six mainstream primary teachers, five mainstream post­
primary principals and/or deputy principals participated in the study. Teachers in mainstream  
post-primary schools were not asked to participate as m ost pupils who transferred from post­
primary schools did so during their first year in the schools. Table 5 provides an overview  o f  
the number o f  participants involved in the multiple case study.
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Table 5: N u m b er o f  p a r tic ip a n ts  in vo lved  in stu dy b y  g ro u p
Group Case A Case B Case C Case D Total
Principal 1 1 1 1 4
Teachers 3 5 3 1 12
Parents 6 8 8 4 26
Pupils 3 9 3 3 18
Mainstream primary principals 2 1 1 1 5
Mainstream primary teachers 1 2 1 2 6
Mainstream post-primary principals/deputy principal 1 2 1 1 5
Total per case 17 28 18 13 76
M any o f  the 26 parents who participated in this study consented to the participation o f  their 
children as w ell. H owever, 12 parents did not consent to the participation o f  their children. 
14 o f  the 18 pupils who participated had a parent, or parents, who also participated in this 
study.
4 .5 .4 .1  C rite r ia  f o r  se lec tio n  o f  p a r tic ip a n ts
Criteria for selection o f  participants were devised for parents and pupils in each o f  the 
case study schools. The criteria were guided by the aim o f  the study, the research questions 
and ethical issues. Parents invited to participate were those who had children with M GLD, 
who had transferred from mainstream primary or post-primary schools, in each o f  the special 
schools. Pupil participants included those who were enrolled in one o f  the special schools and 
who had transferred from a mainstream primary or post-primary school. O nly pupils who had 
transferred within a three year period were included. This was due to the difficulties som e  
children w ith M GLD can have with memory and recall o f  experiences. O nly pupils aged 12 
and over were included in the study and within each case, pupils had transferred from a 
variety o f  mainstream schools. The mainstream teachers who participated in this study all 
taught a pupil with M GLD who had transferred to a special school for pupils with MGLD.
4 .5 .5  S ta g es  in d a ta  co llec tion
Data collection took place over a period o f  nine months. A  flexib le approach to data 
collection was adopted, whereby methods were not fixed and changes could be made in 
keeping w ith an iterative research process. This meant that the findings at each stage were 
reflected upon in the context o f  literature and m ethods used. There were two stages to the 
data collection procedure. The first stage comprised o f  the piloting o f  the study with one 
special school. Data collection at this stage involved an interview with the school principal 
and focus groups interviews with teachers, parents and pupils in the school. The second stage
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involved collecting data from the four case study schools and the associated mainstream  
schools. Table 6 summarises the stages o f  the study.
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Table 6: S tages in the d a ta  co llec tion  p ro c e ss
Period Stage Action
September 2009 1 Contacted special school to pilot research
October 2009 1 Consent gained from all participants
November 2009 1 Focus groups with teachers, parents and pupils. Interview with principal
January 2010 1 Interview with principal o f mainstream school. Review o f pilot and changes made. Contacted special schools for stage 2 of study
February 2010 2
Obtained consent and conducted interviews in Case C and two 
mainstream schools
March 2010 2
Obtained consent and conducted interviews in Case A and four 
mainstream schools
April 2010 2
Obtained consent and conducted interviews in Case B and two 
mainstream schools
May 2010 2
Obtained consent and conducted interviews in Case D and two 
mainstream schools
4 .5 .5 .1  S ta g e  1- P ilo tin g  the study  
Data collection at the pilot stage involved an interview with the principal o f  one  
special school for pupils with MGLD and focus group interviews with parents, teachers and 
pupils. The principal o f  one mainstream primary school was also interviewed. Interviews 
with selected participants in each group were planned to fo llow  the focus group interviews. 
Three focus group interviews were carried out with three parents, four teachers and two 
pupils respectively. O nce the pilot stage was completed the outcom es were reflected upon in 
the context o f  the literature, research questions and data collection methods. Issues emerging 
at this stage were consistent with those highlighted in the literature review but som e  
additional issues arose which warranted further reference to relevant literature. These 
included issues relating to curriculum, pupil friendships, social developm ent, pupil safety in 
mainstream schools and stigma.
There were som e difficulties identified with regard to the use o f  focus groups as a method o f  
data collection. A ll o f  the teachers who took part in the focus group were working with pupils 
o f  post-primary age. M any o f  these pupils had transferred from mainstream schools during 
the primary stage o f  their education. There was not enough time for the teachers to fully  
express their view s in the hour allocated for the focus group and individual interviews would  
have allowed teachers greater freedom to express view s based on individual experiences.
Focus group interviews with parents proved difficult to organise due to the distance som e  
parents lived from the school and their own commitments. O nly one parent arrived for the 
first focus group. Out o f  courtesy, I interviewed this parent. A  new time was arranged for the 
parent focus group and four parents participated. The focus group interview took 
approximately one hour and was held in the school. The four parents had children in the same 
class at the primary end o f  the school. A ll had children who transferred from mainstream  
schools. It would have been beneficial to have interviewed parents o f  children o f  post­
primary age in the focus group also. There was a m ismatch in som e o f  the issues raised by 
parents and teachers because o f  the lack o f  representation in relation to primary and post­
primary aged pupils. Social issues were highlighted by both groups but there was a greater 
emphasis on behavioural issues in relation to older pupils.
Due to the difficulties highlighted, it was decided not to use focus groups for parents and 
teachers in the main study. All participants were interviewed individually with the exception  
o f  pupil participants. Parents o f  children o f  post-primary age were also included. This 
allowed greater flexibility in arranging times and locations as w ell as allow ing for the 
possibility o f  telephone interviews. It also afforded privacy to parents in light o f  potentially  
sensitive information that could be divulged about schools, teachers or pupils.
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4 .5 .5 .2  S ta g e  2  -  D a ta  co llection  f o r  ca se  s tu d y
The interview was the main data collection method em ployed in the study. A  sem i­
structured interview method allowed for the flexibility required to reflect the uniqueness o f  
each case in terms o f  context. The structure o f  the interview schedules (Appendices A-G ), 
and issues addressed, was similar for all cases but questions reflected and recognised  
differences betw een schools in terms o f  structure, organisation, policy  and provision. 
Questions were added as new  issues arose. A ll questions were relevant to the research 
questions and reflected issues identified from the literature review and pilot study. Although  
all interviews were semi-structured, parents were asked to relay their experiences reflecting a 
more narrative style. Interviews were designed using Kvale and BrinkmamTs (2009) guide on 
the translation o f  research questions into interview questions which provide thematic 
knowledge. A ll interviews were recorded, with participants’ consent, using a Samsung YP- 
U3 MP3 player. Data collection procedures for each case are outlined.
4 .5 .5 .3  P ro ced u re  f o r  da ta  co llec tion  in sp e c ia l  sch o o ls
The principal o f  each special school was contacted by telephone initially in order to 
introduce the research topic and m yself, as researcher. Once the principal agreed to consider a 
request to research being conducted within the school, the fo llow ing docum ents were 
forwarded:
1. A  letter to the Board o f  Management outlining the research aim and design and a 
request for consent to conduct the research with the school (Appendix H). A  copy  
o f  a consent form was also included (Appendix I).
2. A  letter to the principal requesting consent to conduct research with the school 
(Appendix J). This letter outlined the research aim and design, the right o f  
participants to withdraw from the study and a consent form.
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3. A  letter to the principal requesting consent to participate in an interview and a 
consent form (Appendix K).
Once consent was received, an appointment was made to conduct an interview with the 
principal in the school. After the interview had taken place, the principal was given copies o f  
the criteria for selection o f  pupils (Appendix L). Letters were given  to the principals for 
dissem ination to potential participants requesting consent. These letters included:
1. A  letter for teachers in special schools, with accom panying consent form, explaining 
the nature and purpose o f  the research and requesting participation in an interview  
(Appendix M).
2. A  letter for parents, with accompanying consent form, explaining the nature and 
purpose o f  the research and requesting participation in an interview (Appendix N).
3. A  letter for parents requesting consent for participation o f  their child in a group 
interview. The letter also included details about the venue for interviews and the 
presence o f  a trusted adult (Appendix O).
4. A  letter for pupils requesting participation in an interview (Appendix P). This letter 
included details o f  the structure and topics to be discussed in the interview. It also 
informed pupils that another adult, known to them, would accom pany them during the 
interview. Pupils were not asked to sign a consent form at this stage. Verbal consent 
only was required. The consent form was signed by  pupils only after the purpose o f  
the research was further explained, by m e, in the presence o f  an adult nominated by  
the schools (Appendix Q).
Once letters o f  consent were returned to the school principal, contact was m ade to set up an 
interview date, tim e and location. Participants were invited to choose a venue and time which
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was m ost convenient for them. A ll teachers were interviewed in their schools with the 
exception o f  one telephone interview. It was necessary to provide participants with this 
option given the wide geographical spread involved. A  small number o f  parents were 
interviewed in schools w hile others opted for hom e or telephone interviews. Tw o parents 
opted to be interviewed in a neutral venue such as a hotel or café. Table 7 provides a 
summary o f  parent interviews according to location.
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Table 7: D a ta  co llec tio n  fro m  p a ren ts  accord in g  to  sc h o o l a n d  lo ca tio n
Location School Home Telephone O ther
Case A 2 1 2 1
Case B 4 0 4 0
Case C 2 5 0 1
Case D 1 0 3 0
The individual interviews with parents proved more satisfactory than a focus group for a 
variety o f  reasons. In practical terms, it allowed greater flexibility  in arranging times and 
venues. In terms o f  data collection, the transcripts were much richer in detail as each parent 
was able to discuss their experiences in relation to their ow n children, rather than a general 
discussion. This resulted in a more narrative style o f  interview which was appropriate.
All pupils were interviewed in their schools, in the presence o f  an adult nominated by the 
principal. This adult was a SNA in all schools, except in case D where a teacher was 
nominated. Children were interviewed in small groups o f  three. The presence o f  an adult who 
was already know n to them also helped to ease any worries they m ay have had. In one  
instance, the SN A  helped interpret one pupil’s responses through the use o f  Lam h  sign  
language. Pupil interviews were informal in style. Photographs o f  school activities were used 
as prompts when required. Photographs o f  m y place o f  work w ere also used to help explain to 
participants the relevance o f  the study to me as researcher. A  lot o f  tim e was spent at the 
beginning o f  each interview discussing general school activities in order to build up a rapport
with pupils and gain their confidence. Care was taken not to probe too much when it came to 
sensitive issues so that no pupil would be upset in any way by the discussion.
4 .5 .5 .4 . P ro ced u re  f o r  d a ta  co llec tion  in m ain stream  sch o o ls  
The principals o f  the four special schools were asked to provide the names o f  
mainstream schools which had been involved in the recent transfer o f  pupils. W hile the 
majority o f  these were mainstream primary schools, it was decided to include mainstream  
post-primary schools also. This decision was made as issues relating to educational provision  
at post-primary emerged from the data. One primary mainstream school and one post-primary 
school were targeted for each special school. Two primary schools were selected in relation 
to case A  as this school was the largest and covered the m ost densely populated catchment 
area. Schools were selected i f  they had been involved in transfer within the previous five-year  
period. A n effort was made to target schools which had been involved in more than one  
transfer although this was not always possible as pupils who transferred came from a very  
wide catchment area and a w ide variety o f  mainstream schools. The principal and at least one  
teacher were interviewed in each o f  the primary schools. The principal and/or deputy 
principal were interviewed in each o f  the post-primary schools. Teachers were not 
interviewed because, in each o f  the mainstream post-primary schools, the pupil or pupils left 
at a very early stage. Due to the nature o f  educational provision at post-primary, pupils are 
taught by a number o f  subject teachers and would not have been in the school for a sufficient 
length o f  tim e for a teacher to have an in-depth know ledge o f  the pupils. All interviews were 
conducted in the schools.
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During the pilot stage o f  the study, two interview transcripts were coded in order to 
identify any potential issues. Analysis at this stage was based on Vaughn, Schumm and 
Sinagub’s (1996) five-step procedure which includes the following:
1. Identify the big ideas
2. Unitize the data
3. Categorise the data
4. Negotiate categories
5. Identify themes and theories
W hile useful for initial coding, this method was not sufficient to guide m ultiple case study 
analysis which required a system for tracking and comparing codes, categories and emerging 
themes across four individual cases with a total o f  76 participants. C ross-case analysis was 
deemed appropriate as the study was designed to investigate a particular phenomenon in 
terms o f  com m onalities and differences across four cases. The purpose o f  the cross-case 
analysis is to convey the m ost important findings from each case, som e o f  which may be 
context bound (Stake, 2006). Before the cross-case analysis took place the data from each 
case were analysed separately, as each case was studied in its ow n context. Data were 
analysed with the aid o f  a computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQ DAS) 
programme called N V ivo  8 (QSR International, 2008). W hile som e commentators have 
expressed concern that the use o f  such CAQDAS distances researchers from their data 
(Seidel, 1991), Barry (1998) dism isses these assertions and argues that it is not possible to 
analyse the data without being thoroughly familiar with it first. Other advocates o f  CAQDAS, 
including M acer (2008), suggest that the power o f  N V ivo as an analysis tool lies in its 
concept o f  nodes. N odes are used to bring together units o f  data, observations and comments 
which then becom e the essence o f  analysis as concepts are mapped out and relationships
4.5.6 Analysis o f  data
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established. At the beginning o f  the process o f  analysis, the parent or category nodes 
corresponded to four broad general categories based on the research questions. These 
included reasons w hy pupils transfer, educational provision in mainstream, educational 
provision in special schools and the decision-making process. N ew  categories and sub­
categories em erged as part o f  the coding processes. Coding was displayed hierarchically as 
parent and child nodes in N V ivo. The steps involved in the process o f  analysis involved four 
phases which are outlined here.
4 .5 .6 .1  P h a se  1 -  G en era tin g  ca teg o rie s  an d  in itia l them es
Step 1 -  Transcribing the data
Interviews were transcribed into a Word (M icrosoft, 2007) document. This process, 
w hile tim e-consum ing, allowed me the opportunity to listen to the recordings in the context 
o f  the research questions. These research questions formed the basis for the original coding  
categories.
Step 2 -  Importing transcripts into N V ivo programme (Appendix R)
Transcripts were imported into N V ivo. Only transcripts from one case were imported 
at a tim e for analysis. Once the transcripts were imported a case folder was created for each 
participant and for each school.
Step 3 -  Creating Free nodes
The initial coding process began by identifying free nodes. Free nodes corresponded 
to categories or chunks o f  information. These were created inductively at the beginning o f  the 
coding process. This process was carried out m anually and entered into the programme. 
(Appendix S).
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During the initial coding process, categories emerged and becam e tree nodes. Free 
nodes were grouped together into general categories at this stage. W ithin each o f  these broad 
categories, a number o f  initial themes emerged. Categories and themes were arranged in a 
hierarchical fashion. Steps 1 to 4 were repeated for each case (Appendix T).
4. S. 6 .2  P h a se  2  — C om parison  an d  m erg in g  o f  ca teg o r ie s  a n d  them es 
a cro ss  cases
The categories which emerged from Phase 1 o f  analysis were similar across the four 
cases. Sub-categories from the four cases were merged as part o f  the process o f  cross-case  
analysis during Phase 2 o f  the coding process. W ithin each o f  these categories a number o f  
themes and sub-themes emerged. At this stage it was evident w hich themes (such as 
curriculum and additional needs) emerged very strongly from the cross-case analysis 
(Appendix U).
4 .5 .6 3  P h a se  3 - G en era tin g  p ro p o s itio n  s ta tem en ts  (m em os)
Step 1 - linking themes with research questions
Once Phase 2 was completed all o f  the themes from the cross-case analysis were 
grouped according to the corresponding research question (Appendix V). W hen this was 
completed m em os were created for each theme.
Step 2 -  Creating m em os
Each m em o consisted o f  proposition statements which were summaries o f  findings 
which emerged from the data. This was done for each theme and samples from individual 
sources (participant groups) were transferred from the transcripts into the m em os as evidence
S t e p  4  — C r e a t i n g  n e w  n o d e s  f r o m  t h e  d a t a
to support these summaries. Summaries were created in the m em os for each participant group 
(Appendix W ).
4 .5 .6 .4  P h a se  4 — M erg in g  o f  them es
Once the linkage between themes and research questions was established, it was 
evident that som e o f  the same themes had emerged in relation to more than one question. For 
example, the theme o f  curriculum emerged in relation to research questions one, two and 
three. The final phase o f  analysis involved m erging themes from each o f  the four research 
questions. Once again m em os were created and linked to each theme. These m em os 
contained a summary o f  the key findings in relation to the themes with evidence from the 
four participant groups across the four cases (Appendix X).
4 .5 .6 .5  C ro ss-ca se  an a lysis  
Cross-case analysis was necessary as this study was concerned with the phenom enon  
o f  pupil transfer across cases, both in terms o f  com m onalities and differences. W hile each 
case was studied to gain understanding in its particular context, the com plex meanings o f  the 
collective case were understood because o f  the particular activities and contexts o f  each case  
(Stake, 2006). Figure 2 employs CreswelTs (2007) template for coding a case study and 




F igure 2: Tem plate for coding in this multiple case-study approach
In-depth portrait o f  cases
Source: A d ap ted  fro m  C resw e ll, 2007.
The four schools, or cases, were analysed separately, each within their own context. Each 
case within the m ultiple case study design was chosen because o f  its relevance to the 
phenomenon at the heart o f  the study, which was the transfer o f  pupils from mainstream to 
special schools for pupils with MGLD. A  number o f  themes emerged in each case and 
similarities and differences between themes across cases were analysed. Stake (2006) argues 
that researchers have an obligation to provide interpretation across cases in a m ultiple case 
study design. Analysis o f  findings in this study showed that there were a number o f  common  
themes which emerged across all cases. To avoid repetition in the presentation o f  findings, 
these themes were presented only once, with examples o f  data from each case to support any 
assertions or generalisations made. Generalisations and assertions apply to the cases in this 
study only. A s Stake suggests, it is the responsibility o f  readers, based on their know ledge  
and experience, to make generalisations to other similar situations or contexts. In order to
preserve the uniqueness o f  each case, differences were emphasised betw een cases, where 
these emerged. These have been highlighted in the presentation o f  findings.
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4.5 .7 . Q u a lita tive  term s u sed  in the study  
A  number o f  qualitative terms are used throughout the study. Table 8 provides a summary o f  
the most com m on terms used.
Table 8: Sum m ary o f  q u a lita tive  term s u sed  in stu dy
M any/m ost/the majority o f >60%
Som e 30-60%
A  small number o f <30%
4.6. The art, practices and politics of interpretation and evaluation
This stage o f  the research process is the critical site where theory, method, praxis, 
action and policy  com e together. Findings are interpreted in the context o f  a previously  
articulated theoretical framework. The findings o f  this study were interpreted in the context 
o f  a previously stated theoretical framework which included interpretation at macro and 
m icro-levels o f  analysis. The research process was iterative, involving reflection and 
interpretation which informed every stage o f  the process. This process o f  reflection was 
ongoing throughout the research process and reflections fo llow ing the first phase, or pilot 
stage, o f  the study have been outlined in this chapter. R eflections throughout the second  
phase o f  the study were concerned with practical and organisational issues, including access 
to schools, as w ell as theoretical issues linked to the developm ent o f  thinking and 
understanding with regard to emerging themes. This process o f  developm ent involved  
returning to relevant literature which informed thinking in relation to these areas. Reflection  
also involved consideration o f  the implications o f  findings for future po licy  and research.
These issues are explored further in Chapter 7 o f  this study which contains reflections on the 
research process and the implications o f  findings.
4.7 Summary of chapter
The m ethodology underpinning this study was outlined in this chapter. Denzin and 
Lincoln’s (2005) five phases o f  qualitative research provided the framework required to 
clearly articulate the link between the chosen m ethodology and theoretical perspective in this 
study. In order to address issues o f  bias, and acknowledge the interpretative nature o f  
qualitative research, personal interest in the research problem was stated. The choice o f  a 
multiple case study design as the strategy o f  inquiry in this study, and the decision to focus on 
special schools for pupils with MGLD as cases, was explained and justified. This included 
reference to the desire not to exclude any teacher, parent or pupils who wished to participate 
in the study and to investigate commonalities and differences in educational provision for 
pupils with M GLD in mainstream and special schools. Ethical issues were highlighted and 
addressed relating to power-relations between researcher and participant, access, informed 
consent, confidentiality, and ownership and dissemination o f  data. The two phases o f  data- 
collection and analysis in this study were outlined in detail. Phase 1 involved piloting the 
study with one special school and this process informed Phase 2 o f  the study, the collection  
o f  data from four case study schools and mainstream schools. The process o f  analysis, which  
included the use o f  a CAQDAS programme, was described by outlining the steps involved in 
the four phases o f  data analysis. Interpretation and evaluation o f  findings was also addressed 
with reference to the processes o f  interpretation and reflection, which were ongoing  
throughout the research process. Chapter 5 contains findings and analysis in relation to the 
four research questions underpinning this study.
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The findings from this m ultiple case study are presented in this chapter in respect o f  the four 
research questions which formed the basis o f  this study:
1. What factors influence the transfer o f  pupils with M GLD from mainstream schools to 
special schools for pupils with MGLD?
2. What are the perspectives o f  parents, pupils, teachers and principals on educational 
provision for pupils with MGLD in mainstream schools?
3. What are the perspectives o f  parents, pupils, teachers and principals on  educational 
provision in special schools for pupils with M GLD?
4. What role do parents, pupils and professionals play in the decision-m aking process 
regarding the transfer o f  pupils with M GLD from mainstream schools to special 
schools for pupils with MGLD?
Six themes and three sub-themes emerged from the data in response to these four questions. 
Som e o f  these themes emerged in response to more than one research question. D ue to the 
overlap and repetition in themes relating to the four research questions, each theme is 
presented and discussed once in this chapter and reference to the relevant research questions 
are incorporated as part o f  the discussion o f  themes. The six themes and three sub-themes 
which emerged during the course o f  analysis are illustrated in Figure 3.
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Chapter 5: Findings and Analysis
5.1 Introduction
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Figure 3: T h e m e s  a n d  s u b - t h e m e s
The six themes include additional needs, curriculum, supports for pupils with MGLD in  
mainstream and special schools, school structure and organisation, choice and transition. Tw o  
sub-themes, including difficulties arising from SN A  support in mainstream schools and 
support for SEBD, emerged in relation to theme three. One sub-them e, stigma, emerged in 
relation to theme six.
5.2 Theme 1: Additional special educational needs
The majority o f  pupils who transferred from mainstream schools were reported as 
having SEN additional to MGLD. This was consistent across alm ost all cases although in 
case B there were a significant minority in the school who did not have an additional need. 
The principal o f  case B indicated that up to 30 out o f  90  pupils in the school had no 
additional need. Types o f  additional needs reported across the four cases included:
Autism  spectrum disorder Speech and language difficulties
Motor difficulties Physical disabilities
Sensory impairments SEBD
Social disadvantage Cerebral palsy
D ow n syndrome M edical needs
The m ost frequently reported additional need was SEBD. Speech and language difficulties, 
motor difficulties, m edical needs and autism spectrum disorders were also referred to as 
additional needs across all cases. The principals in all cases, with the exception o f  case D, 
stated that m any pupils in the schools came from socially  disadvantaged backgrounds. The 
prevalence o f  social disadvantage among pupils with M GLD has been documented in the 
literature and has been identified as a dominant feature o f  this group (Norwich & Kelly, 
2005; Tom linson, 1982). It is also w idely recognised that M GLD is associated with other 
SEN (Fletcher-Campbell, 2005; M ale, 1996). M ale’s (1996) study o f  special schools for 
pupils w ith M GLD in the UK found that the two m ost frequently associated difficulties were 
speech and language difficulties and SEBD. In the current study, SEBD was more frequently 
reported than any other additional need as a reason for the transfer o f  pupils from mainstream  
schools. This finding is supported by that o f  Norwich and K elly (2005), who also found that 
pupils with M GLD in special schools were recorded as having additional areas o f  difficulty.
5 .2 .1  S ocial, em o tio n a l a n d  beh aviou ral d ifficu lties
SEBD emerged very strongly as a reason pupils had transferred from mainstream  
schools. This was referred to by all groups o f  participants and across all cases. B ecause not 
all pupils were described as having social an d  emotional and behavioural difficulties, they are 
addressed separately here.
5.2.7.7 E m o tio n a l a n d  beh aviou ra l d ifficu lties
Principals and teachers in mainstream primary and post-primary schools highlighted 
behavioural difficulties, in particular, as one o f  the main reasons pupils had transferred from  
the schools. Som e stated that they could not cope with the level o f  disruption caused in 
mainstream classes by pupils with behavioural problems, particularly where behaviours were
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considered aggressive and threatening to other pupils in the school. A s one teacher in a
mainstream primary school remarked:
We cou ldn 't a c tu a lly  p h ys ica lly  rem ove him  fro m  the ro o m  so  every  d a y  w as  
b eco m in g  m ore  p ro b le m a tic  f o r  him a n d  he knew  w e co u ld  d o  n o th in g  a b o u t i t  so  I  
think in the en d  up, it w as the b es t dec is io n ... (Teacher mainstream primary C)
Teachers and principals in special schools indicated that many o f  the pupils who transferred
had difficulties controlling their behaviours and/or had a diagnosed conduct disorder. There
was also a suggestion that some pupils had learned behaviours w hich m ay have been
tolerated in a primary school because o f  the pupils’ SEN. The follow ing comments from
Teacher 2B  highlights the behavioural difficulties experienced by  som e o f  the pupils who
transferred from mainstream schools:
..con du ct d isorder, tem per issues. Tem per issu es w o u ld  b e  on e th a t d o es  s ta n d  out, 
difficu lty  w ith  se lf-co n tro l an d  a  lo t o f  issues th a t h a ve  n o t been  re so lv e d  w ith  the  
stu den ts th a t th ey  a c t o u t.. ..  (Teacher 2B)
Parents described how behavioural difficulties becam e worse as pupils progressed through
the primary school. Som e parents attributed the behaviours to the difficulties pupils were
experiencing accessing the curriculum and the growing frustration that resulted from these
difficulties. Parent 2A  described how  her child’s behaviours progressively worsened in the
mainstream schools:
It g o t  to  the s ta g e  th a t L  u sed  to th row  h im se lf  on the f lo o r  o v e r  fru s tra tio n  an d  
tem p er  a n d  I  w as h a lf  a fra id  to  b rin g  him o u t a n yw h ere  a t on e p o in t  he w a s  so  
b a d  w ith  i t . . .  .(Parent 2A)
W hen asked w hy pupils came to the special schools from mainstream schools, Pupil 2, Group
3B, referred to behavioural difficulties in a post-primary school as a reason for transfer.
R : W hat k in d  o f  sp e c ia l needs do  p eo p le  h ave?
P 2 : A D H D  
R: W hat's A D H D ?
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P 2: I  ju s t  know  i t ’s ca lle d  that.
P I :  I t ’s  w h en  p e o p le  can 't p a y  a tten tio n ....(Pupils 1 and 2, group 3B , fem ales aged
16)
These findings echo those o f  Ware et al. (2009), who found that pupils who transferred from 
mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD were likely to have additional 
needs, including behavioural difficulties, as w ell as M GLD.
5 .2 .1 .2 . S o cia l d ifficu lties
Participants referred to social difficulties experienced b y  pupils who had transferred
from mainstream primary and post-primary schools. Teachers and principals described how
pupils becam e isolated from their peers as they grew older as they lacked the social skills
required to maintain friendships. The principal o f  one mainstream primary school described
som e o f  the social difficulties experienced by pupils with MGLD:
The d ifferen ces a r e n ’t a s obviou s up sec o n d  c la ss  bu t fro m  th ird  c la ss  o n w a rd s in the 
y a r d  th ey  h a ve  th e ir  ow n  little  so c ia l n etw orks a n d  g ro u p s  a n d  ch ild ren  w ith  m ild  
g e n e ra l lea rn in g  d ifficu lties f in d  it h arder a n d  h a rd er... (Principal mainstream  
primary 2 A)
Instances o f  teasing, particularly at post-primary level, were highlighted by the principal o f
post-primary school D:
They u sed  to  tea se  him b ecau se he w as k ind  o f  an o b v io u s ta rg e t f o r  m aking  fu n  
o f . . .  (Principal mainstream post-primary D)
Teachers and principals in special schools suggested that inappropriate behaviours and lack
o f  social skills were among the key reasons for the transfer o f  pupils with MGLD to the
special schools. A s the principal o f  case A  commented:
S o c ia lly  it b eg in s to  b rea k  dow n  f o r  th e m .... if  the c h ild  is no lo n g er a b le  to  keep up  
w ith  th e ir  c la ssm a tes  a n d  can  ’t  jo in  in w h a t ’s  h a p p en in g  in the y a r d  a n d  y o u  know, 
ju s t  is s o r t  o f  g ra d u a lly  s id e lin e d  by the o th er k ids a n d  it  h appen s n o t because the  
o th er  k ids a re  b e in g  cru el to  them bu t because th ey  can  Y co tto n  on  to  the ru les o f  the  
g a m e a n d  b eca u se  they can  Y keep u p.... (Principal A)
For m ost parents, social isolation in mainstream schools was highlighted as a key factor in the
decision to transfer their children to the special schools. Parent 6C described this social
isolation in terms o f  lack o f  friendship in the mainstream school:
She n ever e v e r  m ade a  frien d . She w as alone. She w as a lon e  f o r  m ost o f  h er p r im a ry  
e d u c a tio n ....(Parent 6C)
There were more references from pupils to social, rather than behavioural, difficulties. Pupil
2C described her feelings o f  loneliness in her primary school w hile Pupil 1, group IB ,
described his experiences o f  teasing w hile in the mainstream school:
It w as o k  b u t y o u  know  I  w a s n ’t  g o o d  a t ru nn ing  a n d  s tu f f  they  w ere  g o o d  to m e bu t 
th ey  d id n ’t  re a lly  u n derstan d  me. They w ere  g o o d  to  m e bu t th ey  d id n  Y re a lly  
u n d ersta n d  ev e ry  th in g .. . .{Pupil 2C, female, aged 12)
There w a s  a  lo t  o f  tea sin g  a n d  s tu f f  a n d  it w a s  very  h a rd  f o r  m e to g o  in .... (Pupil 1, 
group IB , m ale aged 12)
5 .2 .2  S um m ary o ff in d in g s  in rela tion  to them e o f  a d d itio n a l needs
The findings in relation to the theme o f  additional needs are relevant to the first 
research question on factors which influence the transfer o f  pupils from mainstream to special 
schools for pupils with M GLD. M any o f  the pupils who transferred experienced additional 
needs and SEBD was more frequently cited by participants than any other type o f  additional 
need. Teachers and principals in mainstream and special schools emphasised the behavioural 
difficulties experienced by  pupils, while parents and pupils focused on the social isolation  
experienced by pupils in mainstream schools. The finding that m any o f  the pupils who  
transferred from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with M GLD experienced  
additional SEN, echoes that o f  a number o f  studies across different countries which have  
identified that pupils with SEN are more likely to experience social difficulties and greater 
loneliness than their peers in mainstream schools (e.g., Cambra & Silvestre, 2003; Pijl, 
Frostad & Flem, 2008).
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5.3 Theme 2: Curriculum
A ll o f  the participant groups across all cases referred to pup ils’ difficulties with regard 
to accessing and participating in the curriculum in mainstream primary and post-primary 
schools. This emerged as a key theme in the decision to transfer pupils and also in relation to 
educational provision in mainstream and special schools for pupils with M GLD. Issues which  
arose included the adaptation o f  the curriculum to m eet individual needs, a lack o f  life and 
social skills developm ent in mainstream schools, curriculum and assessm ent structures in 
post-primary schools and certification in special schools.
5 .3.1 D ifficu lties  accessin g  the curriculum  in m ain stream  sch o o ls  
Principals and teachers in mainstream primary schools agreed that pupils with  
M GLD, who transferred to the special schools, had experienced difficulties accessing the 
curriculum. The principal o f  mainstream primary 1A  suggested that pupils w ith M GLD could  
only reach a certain level, and then plateau, in terms o f  their ability to access the curriculum  
in primary schools:
I  su p p o se  f r o m  th ird  c la ss  o n w a rd s yo u  can  se e  it. SESE, a  lo t  o f  it  is  b o o k  based . The 
m ore h ands-on  a p proach  fu r th e r  dow n the sch o o l w o u ld  su it b e t te r . . ..  (Principal 
mainstream primary 1 A)
Others, including a teacher in mainstream primary ID  suggested that the curriculum w as 
overloaded with content:
The curricu lu m  is so  o ve r lo a d e d  a n d  yo u  have e v e /y b o d y  e lse  to  try  a n d  ca ter  f o r  as  
w e ll . . . .(Teacher mainstream primary ID)
Principals in post-primary schools suggested that pupils who had transferred to special 
schools for pupils w ith MGLD experienced difficulties accessing the curriculum during their 
first year in the schools. The deputy principal o f  post-primary mainstream C described the 




H e fo u n d  the p ro g ra m m e  fro m  d a y  one too  d ifficu lt a n d  it c a u sed  a  lo t o f  d ifficu lties  
a t hom e .... he ju s t  co u ld n 't do  the work. H e s a id  he c o u ld n ’t d o  it, he d id n ’t  w a n t to  
be here, he w a s n ’t  h a p p y  an d  it w as cau sing  ro w s a t  h o m e.... (Deputy-Principal post­
primary mainstream C)
Som e teachers in special schools, including Teacher D, attributed pupils’ difficulties
accessing the curriculum to their learning disabilities:
I  th ink they  p la tea u . Very often th ey  can w o rk  ou t f in e  w hen they a r e  y o u n g e r  b u t a s  
th ey g e t  a  little  b it o lder, third, fo u rth  class in p r im a ry  sch ool, fro m  then on the g a p  
g e ts  w id e r  a n d  w id er  a n d  fro m  then on, the d ifficu lties  a re  g r e a te r  a s  a  re su lt 
....(T eacher D)
Others, including Teacher 3B, suggested that the curriculum was overloaded and insufficient 
effort was being made in mainstream primary schools to adapt the curriculum to suit the
needs o f  the pupils:
The am ou n t o f  curriculum  they h ave to g e t  through a n d  the books th ey  h ave to  g e t  
through, m aybe i t ’s  a  d ifferen t system  th a t w o u ld  n eed  to  be  lo o k ed  at. I  th in k  th a t  
there n eeds to  be a  balance, d ifferen t leve ls  o f  books in a  class, I  know  th a t ’s  d ifficu lt 
f o r  a  te a c h e r ... .(Teacher 3B)
M ost parents referred to difficulties pupils experienced accessing the curriculum in primary
school as the majority o f  the pupils had transferred in upper, or at the end of, primary. For
som e pupils, difficulties were apparent from as early as first class and literacy and num eracy
were the key areas o f  difficulty mentioned. Many parents, including Parent 4B , suggested that
pupils were unable to access the curriculum at their class level:
H e w a s n ’t  a b le  to  keep  up w ith  the p a c e  o f  the c la ss  a n d  I  thou gh t th is  w a s  a ffec tin g  
his se lf-es teem  th a t I ’m stupid, I ’m dumb. H e kep t on  sa y in g  th a t a ll the tim e, th a t he  
w as s tu p id  a n d  du m b .... (Parent 4B)
Som e pupils used the terms ‘learning difficulties’ and ‘special needs’ in reference to 
them selves, or other pupils in the special schools, when asked w hy they had transferred from  
mainstream schools. One pupil described the special school she was attending as a school for 
people with special needs:
I l l
It's fo r  p e o p le  that have sp e c ia l needs an d  aren 't a b le  f o r  p r o p e r  w o rk  in 
s c h o o l— (Pupil 2, group 3B, female, aged 16)
Maths was the subject m ost often mentioned by pupils, including Pupil 1A, as an area o f
difficulty in mainstream school:
Som e p e o p le  have learn ing  d ifficu lties o r  i f  they n e e d  h elp  th ey  com e to th is  
school. I  w a s  s ti ll  in th ird  c la ss  when I  w a s  in m y o ld  sc h o o l a n d  I  h a d  to g e t  h e ld  
b a ck ...b eca u se  I  cou ldn't do  m aths  .. . .  (Pupil 1A, fem ale, aged 12)
The finding that pupils experienced difficulties accessing the curriculum in mainstream  
schools is supported by the findings o f  previous studies (e.g ., K elly  & Devitt, 2010). The 
perceived lack o f  a curriculum appropriate for the needs o f  pupils with M GLD is cited as a 
key factor in terms o f  parents’ dissatisfaction with mainstream provision in Ireland in a study 
conducted by the N FV B (2006). However, evidence to support the need for a separate 
curriculum for pupils with MGLD is weak (Norwich & Lew is, 2001). A recent report, 
C urriculum  O v er lo a d  in P rim a ry  Sch ools  (NCCA, 2010a), suggests that teachers are 
struggling with the sheer size o f  the mainstream primary curriculum in terms o f  content. This 
report also identifies the reliance o f  teachers on textbooks as a guide in curriculum  
implementation as a barrier to differentiation in mainstream classes. A ll participant groups in 
this study cited difficulties accessing the curriculum in mainstream schools as a reason for 
transfer.
5 .3 .2  D ifferen tia tio n  o f  cu rricu la  in m ainstream  a n d  s p e c ia l sch o o ls  
Mainstream primary teachers expressed the v iew  that it w as difficult to differentiate 
the curriculum for pupils who had fallen behind the class level. One teacher suggested that 
differentiation was particularly difficult once pupils reached the senior classes in a primary 
school:
The o th er s id e  o f  it bein g  b a n d ied  arou n d  is  d ifferen tia tion , tea ch ers  sh o u ld
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differen tia te, bu t g o in g  on up the sen ior e n d  esp ecia lly , a n d  w ith  the curricu lum  
o v e r lo a d  up the sen io r  end, to g e t  through the m aths curricu lum  a n d  so  on, it's
ve ry  d ifficu lt w hen  yo u  a re  ta lk ing abou t th a t k in d  o f  a  g a p ........ (Teacher
mainstream primary 1B)
There was a suggestion, from the principal o f  mainstream primary D, that special schools
could facilitate greater levels o f  differentiation and individualised support, due to small class
size  and more staff to support pupils with SEN, than in mainstream schools:
The idea  th a t y o u  w o u ld  have a sp ec ia l n eed s a ss is ta n t a n d  a  p le th o ra  o f  su p p o rt 
p e o p le  a n d  the ro o m s w ith  a  sm a ll num ber o f  ch ildren  a n d  the cu rricu lu m  m odified. It 
is a  sp e c ia l sc h o o l f o r  a sp ec ia l ch ild  w ith  sp e c ia l needs. O urs is  m ainstream , the  
m iddle o f  the ro a d .... (Principal mainstream primary D)
The teachers and principals in the special schools stated that they adapted the curriculum to
suit the needs o f  pupils and there was more activity-based learning, particularly in the junior
end o f  the schools. Teacher 5B suggested that a lot o f  tim e was devoted to individualised
planning so that curriculum content could be taught at the level o f  ability, and according to
the needs, o f  individual pupils:
A t the beg in n in g  o f  the y e a r  w e have the IE P s to  do  a n d  it's a huge am ou n t o f  w o rk  on  
each  c h ild  a n d  it  takes a very  long tim e b u t i t  h as to  b e  do n e  a n d  it's im p o rta n t that 
it's done. I t r e a lly  is an ind iv idu a l p ro g ra m m e f o r  each  ch ild .... (Teacher 5B)
There w as a perception amongst som e teachers, including Teacher 1A, that there was little
differentiation o f  the curriculum for pupils in mainstream schools:
In m ain stream  y o u  h ave y o u r  text an d  yo u  h ave  y o u r  b o o k  a n d  e v e r y b o d y ’s  w o rk in g  to 
the sa m e  level, d o  the w ork  a n d  g e t on w ith  i t . . .  .(Teacher 1 A )
However, w hile this was the view  expressed by  m ost principals and teachers in special
schools, Principal A  suggested that teachers in primary schools were very good at
differentiating the curriculum:
The tea ch ers  a re  very  g o o d  a t  d ifferen tia ting  a n d  p r o v id in g  a lte rn a tiv e  o r  a d a p te d
cu rrícu lu m s f o r  children, th a t’s  m y experien ce an yw ay. I  see  a  lo t  o f
g re a t w o rk  g o in g  on ou t in the sch oo ls w h ere th ey  a re  d o in g  th i s . . .. (Principal A)
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M any parents also suggested that pupils worked at the level o f  their ability in special schools.
They felt that learning strengths were developed and pupils could progress at different rates.
Parent 1A  stated that teachers in special schools set learning goals which were achievable:
So re a lly  they w o rk  to  the le ve l the ch ild  is at, they a re  n o t se ttin g  g o a ls  the ch ild  can  
n ever ach ieve. So in each in d iv idu a l class, each  ch ild  is  w ork in g  to th e ir  ab ility .
That's k in d  o f  the m ain  thing. ...(Parent 1A)
Som e parents reported that pupils had increased confidence in their ow n abilities and greater
independence in academic work since transferring to the special schools. Others suggested
that the pupils were o f  similar levels o f  ability and this allow ed for a slow er pace in the
classes. Again, class size  was considered to be an important factor in allow ing for a slower
pace in the special schools, as expressed by Parent 3D:
She w o u ld  h ave a  one to  one p e rso n  w ith her f o r  learn in g  a n d  sh e  w o u ld  a lw a ys  
h ave so m eb o d y  there. The c lassroom s are sm a ll as w e ll th ere  isn 't b ig  num bers in it 
....(Parent 3D)
Many o f  the pupils, including Pupil 3 A, indicated that they found the work m uch easier in the 
special schools and suggested that there was more help available from teachers and SN A s  
when it w as needed:
It's g ood , like, it's n o t that hard. The w ork  is n o t h a r d . .. .(Pupil 3A, m ale aged 13)
Pupil 2, group IB , stated that in his old school he was given the same work as everybody
else in the class:
They g iv e  y o u  ea s ie r  work. They h elp  you.
Did they not give you easier work in your old school?
No, they g a v e  y o u  the sam e w o rk  as everyon e e lse ....  (Pupil 2, group IB , 
male, aged 12)
The findings highlight difficulties relating to curriculum planning and adaptation for pupils 
with M GLD in mainstream schools. Similar difficulties are highlighted in Stevens and
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O ’M oore’s (2009) study on educational provision for pupils with M GLD. They found that 
one-third o f  resource teachers made curricular provision, including the development o f  IEPs, 
without reference to pupils’ class-based learning.
5 .3 .3  L ife  a n d  so c ia l sk ills developm en t
Teachers and principals in mainstream schools suggested that there was more tim e 
spent on developing life skills in special schools than in mainstream schools. The principal o f  
mainstream primary B stated that this was more appropriate for pupils who had transferred to 
special schools:
P ra c tic a l life sk ills, shopping, th ings th a t w e  take f o r  g ra n te d  they  h ave to  be  taught. 
Q ueuing in a  shop, p a y in g  f o r  things, w orking, b u d g e tin g  m oney. Very p r a c tic a l  
things, p r a c t ic a l  m aths, cookery, things like  h o te l a n d  ca terin g , k eep in g  th ings clean, 
hygiene. S im ple  th ings like that can b e  very  im p o r ta n t.... (Principal mainstream  
primary B)
Teachers and principals in special schools agreed that there was more o f  an emphasis on life  
skills in special schools than in mainstream schools. The teachers stated that there was an 
emphasis on developing social skills and independence, as they felt that som e children had 
becom e over-dependent on adults from their experience o f  mainstream. This was seen to be a 
very important part o f  the pupils’ social and personal development. Teacher 2C described 
som e o f  the activities undertaken by pupils as part o f  their social development in special 
schools:
We take them  do w n  the town, g o in g  to the shop, g o in g  to  T escos g o in g  to  the p o s t  
office, g o in g  on  the bus f o r  trips, g o in g  to  in d o o r fo o tb a ll, g o in g  on tr ip s  ..ju st to  
g e t  them  o u t in to  the com m unity so  they can  m ee t p e o p le  a n d  g r e e t p e o p le , know  
w h ere to  g o  to  the to ilet, use their coins, u se  th e ir  m oney, kn o w  th a t i f  they g o  into  
a sh op  a n d  h a n d  o ver  the ir m oney to  w a it f o r  ch a n g e.... (Teacher 2C)
Som e parents also referred to the emphasis on life skills and social skills developm ent in 
special schools. Parent ID  spoke about activities that pupils engaged in as part o f  this
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development:
They g o  o u t to  restau ran ts a n d  do  som e sh o p p in g  in T esco to  g iv e  them  the so c ia l  
s k i l ls . . .Parent ID
M any parents stressed that work placement was a very important part o f  pupils’ life skills 
development. Work placem ent for older pupils w as practice across all cases.
M ost o f  the pupils referred to their preference for the practical subjects offered in the schools
including hom e econom ics, woodwork, horticulture, PE and art. Pupil 1, group IB  and Pupil
ID  described activities they enjoyed:
I  like w o o d w o rk  v e ry  much. I  b u ilt a  p e n c il  h o ld er  f o r  m y mum, a b o o k  th in g  f o r  m y  
m um  a n d  I  am  b u ild in g  a  b ird  house a t the m o m en t... (Pupil 1, group IB , male aged 
12)
I t ’s  a l l  p r e t ty  g o o d  bu t I  w o u ld  be d o in g  w o o d w o rk  now. You g e t  to  m ake th ings an d  
a ll  that. I ’d  like to  m ake a  b a seb a ll b a t . . . .  (Pupil ID , male aged 14)
The N C C A  (2009) identified the need for a curriculum framework which focuses on 
personal, social and vocational skills for pupils with GLD at post-primary level. The findings 
o f  the current study support the need for the development o f  a new framework at junior cycle. 
It is evident from the findings presented here that all participants groups view ed the emphasis 
on life  skills developm ent and work placement as an essential and for pupils, a preferred part 
o f  the curriculum for pupils with MGLD.
5 .3 .4  C urricu lum  a n d  assessm en t in m ainstream  p o s t-p r im a ry  sch o o ls  
There was a broad consensus from principals and deputy principals in mainstream  
post-primary schools that the Junior Certificate Schools Programme (JCSP) and the Leaving 
Certificate Applied (LCA) programme were particularly suited to the needs o f  pupils with  
MGLD and there were reports o f  the success o f  these programmes. The continuous 
assessm ent component o f  these programmes was deemed to be particularly suited to the
needs o f  the pupils who did not tend to perform w ell in more traditional examination
conditions. The principal o f  mainstream post-primary A  indicated that all pupils in junior
cycle undertook the JCSP:
I'd  have them  a ll d o in g  JC SP. The su p p o rt th a t w e  have f r o m  J C S P  is en orm ous f o r  
o u r b o ys .,..(Principal mainstream post-primary A)
The principal o f  mainstream post-primary B described how pupils follow ing the JCSP were
placed in a special class:
S tuden ts w ith  sp e c ia l edu ca tion a l needs m a y  b e  p la c e d  in a  sp e c ia l c la ss  f o r  studen ts  
w ho w ill  fo l lo w  the JC S P .... it kep t s tu den ts in sch o o l a s so m e  w o u ld  n ever a ch ieve  a 
Ju n ior C ertifica te  a n d  w o u ld  f a l l  ou t o f  the s y s te m ... .(Principal mainstream post- 
primary B)
However, despite this v iew  that the JCSP facilitated access to the curriculum, there were 
som e reservations, also expressed by mainstream principals and deputy principals, in relation 
to its provision. It appeared that not all teachers at post-primary level were convinced o f  the 
merits o f  the programme, or that there was a need to provide the programme if  another school 
in the area was already doing so. The principal o f  mainstream post-primary D expressed this 
view:
Som e tea ch ers don 't p a r ticu la r ly  engage w ith  it, they  a re  s t i l l  d o in g  the Ju n ior Cert, 
they a re  s t i l l  d o in g  the sa m e exam, so  it is  ju s t  a  m eth o d o lo g y  in a  w ay. Som e teach ers  
don 't take to  it a s  w e ll as o thers a n d  they f e e l  they h ave th e ir  curricu lu m  to co v er  an d  
y o u  kn o w  .... (Principal mainstream post-primary D)
There was consensus from principals and teachers in the special schools that the curriculum  
at post-primary level was inaccessible for the pupils who had transferred from mainstream  
schools. The principals and teachers, including Teacher 5B, suggested that the curriculum  
was too difficult, there were too many subjects and that there wasn’t enough emphasis on life  
skills:
I  th ink the curricu lum s a re  so  tigh t a n d  in flex ib le th a t w ith  the b es t w ill in the w o r ld  it
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is  very  h a rd  to  keep  it a ll g o in g .... (Teacher 5B)
There was also a suggestion from Teacher 2B, that the JCSP, because it was only offered to
the less able pupils in som e schools, could further highlight a pupil's learning difficulties
amongst their peer group:
In a  seco n d a ry  school, a ll  the em phasis is on the Ju n ior C er t a n d  the J C S P  is on ly  
an aside. I t w ou ldn  ’t  he o ffered  in every  class, i t  w o u ld  be o ffe red  in the lo w er ; 
less  a b le  c la sse s ....  (Teacher 2B)
Parents also expressed concern about the pupils’ ability to cope w ith the curriculum and
examination structures in a post-primary mainstream setting. Som e felt that there w ould be
too much pressure placed on the pupils to keep up with the level o f  work involved and others
were concerned at the lack o f  emphasis on life skills. The number o f  subjects pupils had to
undertake was considered to be unmanageable and literacy and num eracy levels o f  pupils was
considered an obstacle. Parent 5B was among those who expressed these concerns:
They seem  to d o  a lo t o f  su b jects  in the f i r s t  f e w  ye a rs . 12 su b jec ts  is a  m a ss ive  
am ou n t f o r  an y  ch ild  com in g fro m  the p r im a ry  sch o o l system . M o st o f  them  a re  exam  
ta k in g  s u b je c ts .... (Parent 5B)
Tw o pupils in case B who had attended post-primary schools for a brief period indicated that
they had found the work difficult when they were there:
1 ju s t  w en t b ecau se m y s is te r  an d  brothers w en t th ere  befo re  m e a n d  m y m oth er w en t  
there a s  w ell. I  lik ed  it a t  the s ta r t bu t then the w o rk  w as g e ttin g  h a rd  a n d  then I  fo u n d  
that I  wasn't, y o u  w eren 't th a t com fortab le  there l ik e .. . .(Pupil 1, group 2B , m ale aged 
15)
The w o rk  w a s  a  lo t h a rd er dow n  in that s c h o o l ...  .(Pupil 2, group 3B , fem ale aged 16)
The findings indicate a consensus from all participant groups that the curriculum at post­
primary was considered inaccessible to pupils who transferred to the special schools and that 
the assessm ent structures were inappropriate for these pupils in mainstream post-primary
schools. These view s are supported by a N C C A  (2009) discussion paper which 
acknowledged that the curriculum at junior cycle was inaccessib le for som e pupils with GLD.
5 .3 .5  C ertifica tio n  f o r  p u p ils  in sp ec ia l sch o o ls
D ue to differences across cases in relation to certification in special schools, findings 
from cases A, C and D are presented first and this is follow ed by findings from case B.
5 .3 .5 .1  C ertifica tion  in cases A, C  a n d  D .
Three o f  the special schools offered FETAC accredited courses and certification for 
pupils once they reached the senior stages o f  the school. W hile these schools were follow ing  
the Primary Curriculum (Government o f  Ireland, 1999), the content was adapted to enable 
pupils to fo llow  FETAC modules.
Principals and teachers in cases A , C, and D were o f  the b e lie f  that FETAC courses were
particularly suited to their schools because they were inclusive o f  every pupil and the content
was practical. Teacher 3C described how this programme offered pupils a recognised award
at a level which was suited to their ability:
T h a t’s  the b ea u ty  o f  F E T A C  .. y o u  ca ter  f o r  th e ir  n eed s a n d  y o u  a d a p t a  p ro g ra m m e  
that is su ita b le  to  th e ir  s ta n d a rd ....(Teacher 3C)
Teachers and principals indicated that FETAC accredited courses were also offered in m any
o f  the training centres to which pupils progressed once they reached 18 years o f  age. This
offered continuity o f  provision for pupils when they left the schools and they could build on
existing awards or levels they had reached. There was agreement that certification was
important, as it provided pupils with more choices for placem ent on leaving the schools.
Principal D  suggested that certification provided pupils with a sense o f  achievement:
I  th in k  it's  im portan t, it's n ice  f o r  k ids to h a ve  been  seen  to  h a ve  a c h ie v e d  so m eth in g  
a n d  to  h ave a  c e r tif ic a te .... (Principal D)
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The principals in cases A , C and D were less enthusiastic about offering the Junior Certificate
programme to pupils in the schools. Principal A stated that they had tried the JCSP for a short
tim e but considered that it was not inclusive o f  all pupils:
We tr ie d  it f o r  a  y e a r  o r  tw o  bu t it rea lly  d id n ’t su it ou r stu den ts a n d  there w ere  on ly  
som e o f  the stu den ts th a t co u ld  do  it. We d id n ’t  w a n t an yth in g  th a t d iv id e d  them  up 
into g ro u p s  like that, w e  w a n ted  to  h a ve  so m eth in g  th a t w a s  in c lu sive  o f  
e v e r y b o d y .. ..(Principal A)
The principal in case C stated that they would consider the programme i f  there was a demand 
from parents but the assessm ent component was considered unsuitable. In case D, the 
principal indicated that they did not meet the criteria to introduce the programme as only  
schools with a designated disadvantaged status could apply.
Som e o f  the parents in these three cases suggested that they were initially concerned that their
children would not achieve a Junior Certificate or Leaving Certificate but were generally
happy that their needs were being m et through alternative programmes. Parent 3D indicated
his satisfaction with the progress his daughter was making in the special school:
S aying  that, s in ce  she w en t dow n  to D, sh e h as a c tu a lly  com e a lo n g  w ay, I  w ou ldn 't 
have a  f e a r  n ow  o f  her. W hat sh e  is d o in g  in D , sh e  is h a p p y  enough w ith  them .... 
(Parent 3D)
Parent 2A  suggested that FETAC programmes were more appropriate because o f  the nature
o f  the assessm ent structure:
They do F E T A C  f o r  the ju n io r  an d  leavin g  cert. They do  F E T A C  w h ere  it's a l l  b a se d  
on th e ir  w o rk  throu gh out the year, y o u  know, so  that's the ir leve l o f  ex a m s.... (Parent 
2A)
However, Parent 6C was anxious that her child would access som e o f  the post-primary 
curriculum through a process o f  dual enrolment in a local post-primary school and was trying 
to find a post-primary school that would facilitate this process:
W ell F m  in the p r o c e s s  a t  the m inute o f  n eg o tia tin g  w ith  a n o th er m ain stream  sch o o l
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to g e t  em, I ’m try in g  to  do som e sh a red  sch oolin g , i f  she c o u ld  d o  som e m aybe  
A p p lie d  L ea v in g  C ert c la sses  in the o ther school, bu t m a yb e  s t i ll  s ta y  in ca se  C  f o r  a 
lo t o f  i t . . ..  (Parent 6C)
The pupils in these three cases did not refer to any certification or awards they were pursuing 
in the special schools. This may have been because these pupils were all betw een the ages o f  
12 and 16 and were still follow ing programmes based on the primary curriculum.
5 .3 .5 .2  C ertifica tion  in case  B  
In case B, the school offered the JCSP to pupils up to age 16 and once pupils had 
completed this programme they could do the Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) programme. 
However, where pupils were unable to follow the JCSP, an alternative programme based on 
the primary curriculum was available. Principal B stated that the JCSP was offered to the 
majority o f  pupils o f  post-primary age in the school because it was considered w ell structured 
and supported:
The J C S P  is s tru c tu red  in m odules a n d  y o u  can  d ev ise  m odu les y o u r s e lf  f o r  a 
p a r tic u la r  school. So it is very  w e ll s tru c tu red  a n d  the stu d en ts  can  s e e  w h ere  they a re  
g o in g  a n d  w h a t they a re  doing. I t  is ea sy  to  re c o rd  p r o g r e s s  so  w e  ce r ta in ly  f in d  it  
useful a n d  h e lp fu l....(Principal B)
Pupils who follow ed this programme were able to com plete the Junior Certificate in a 
lim ited number o f  subjects.
Parents here w ere more concerned that their children would participate in state examinations
like the Junior Certificate and many, including Parent 2B , expressed satisfaction that their
children were able to avail o f  this programme like their mainstream peers:
I  f e e l  i t 's  g r e a t  f o r  him  to  d o  this Junior C ert. I t m ean s th a t he h as so m eth in g  there  
a n d  it  j u s t  n eeds to  com e out. H e ’s ju s t  like a n y  o th e r  f i r s t  y e a r  o r  s e c o n d  y e a r  o r  
w h a te ver  y e a r  h e ’s  in ...  .(Parent 2B)
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Pupils in case B referred to the Junior Certificate and LCA programmes particularly with 
reference to the assessm ent aspect o f  the programme. Pupil 2, group 2B , talked about the 
subjects she was undertaking for upcoming examinations and preparation for examinations in 
the school:
I  p ic k e d  hom e ec, maths, English, C SPE  a n d  art. We do n e ou r m ocks la s t week.
Y esterday  w e h a d  ou r a r t  exam  a n d  in June w e're  h a v in g  the o th er  ex a m s.... {Pupil 2,
group 2B, fem ale aged 15)
Tw o pupils stated that they were following the LCA programme and described how  it was 
different to the Leaving Certificate:
P I :  There's tw o  d ifferen t typ es  o f  leavin g  ce r t a n d  w e're  d o in g  the lea v in g  ce r t 
a p p lied
R: What's the difference?
P 2 : You d o  the leav in g  cer t in tw o yea rs . It's m o re  p r a c t ic a l  s tu f f  h ere
P I :  We d o  Spanish  a n d  E nglish  a s w ell
P 2; We d o  h a ir  a n d  b eau ty
P I :  I  do  h orticu ltu re  an d  stu dy in g  p la n ts  a n d  a n im a ls .... (Pupils 1 and 2, group 3B, 
fem ales, aged 16)
These findings highlight the importance o f  certification to parents and pupils in special 
schools for pupils w ith MGLD. Certification was considered to be important by all 
participant groups although there were differences betw een cases with regard to the type o f  
certification considered m ost appropriate. The importance o f  providing pupils with the 
opportunity to access certification programmes similar to their peers was identified in case B  
and this has been highlighted in a study o f  the view s o f  pupils with M GLD on their 
educational provision in a special school in Ireland (M otherway, 2009).
5 .3 .6  S um m ary o ff in d in g s  in rela tion  to th e  them e o f  curricu lu m
The findings presented in relation to the them e o f  curriculum are relevant to Research 
Questions 1, 2 and 3. D ifficulties accessing the curriculum in mainstream primary and post­
primary schools were cited as a key reason for the transfer o f  pupils to special schools for
pupils with M GLD. The curriculum in mainstream primary schools was view ed as 
overloaded with content and increasingly inaccessible to pupils as they progressed into the 
m iddle and senior stages o f  the school. Mainstream primary teachers experienced difficulties 
differentiating the curriculum to m eet the needs o f  all pupils. At post-primary level, the 
curriculum was view ed by participants as inaccessible to pupils with M GLD due to the 
number o f  subjects pupils were required to undertake at junior cycle and inappropriate 
assessment structures. The curriculum in special schools for pupils with M GLD was view ed  
as more appropriate and accessible due to an emphasis on life skills development, the 
perception that the curriculum was adapted to suit the level o f  ability o f  pupils in special 
schools and the provision o f  alternative programmes which provide pupils the opportunity for 
achieving certification. The findings in relation to the curriculum at post-primary level are 
supported by a N C C A  (2010b) consultation document on the junior cycle stage o f  post­
primary level which describes the curriculum as rigid with its emphasis on subject-based  
learning. This rigidity is compounded by the assessm ent structure at this stage, nam ely, the 
Junior Certificate examination.
5.4 Theme 3: Supports for pupils with MGLD in mainstream and special schools
Lack o f  appropriate supports for pupils in mainstream primary and post-primary 
schools was frequently cited by participants across all groups and cases as a key factor in the 
decision to transfer from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils w ith M GLD. The 
view s o f  participants on supports and resources in mainstream schools are presented here and 
due to differences in the nature o f  these view s in relation to mainstream primary, post­
primary and special schools, these are presented separately. T w o sub-them es emerged within  
this theme, w hich are presented later in this section. The first related to SN A  support in 
mainstream schools and the second concerned support for SEBD.
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5.4 ,1  S u pports  a n d  resou rces in m ainstream  p r im a ry  sch o o ls
There were m ixed view s in relation to supports and resources for pupils with MGLD  
at primary level. D ifficulties accessing resources, the general allocation m odel (GAM ) and a 
perceived lack o f  support for pupils in mainstream classes were issues raised in relation to 
support for pupils w ith M GLD in mainstream primary schools.
5 .4 .1 .1  A cce ss  to  resou rces  
Teachers and principals expressed concerns in relation to the level o f  supports 
available for pupils w ith M GLD in mainstream primary schools. These concerns included a 
perceived reduction in resources allocated to pupils, with SN A  support being m ost frequently 
mentioned as an area where allocation to pupils with MGLD had been reduced. One principal 
indicated that it had becom e very difficult for pupils to m eet the criteria for allocation o f  SN A  
support:
Som e o f  the ch ild ren  here w o u ld  have a ccess  to  an SNA. In the p a s t  it  w o u ld  have  
been  one to  one b u t w ith  the w a y  things h ave gone, w e ’ve h a d  to  f ig h t  to  g a in  a ccess  
to  an  SNA a n d  th ere  is  a lo t o f  sh arin g  a n d  th in gs like th a t.... (Principal mainstream  
primary 1A)
One mainstream primary teacher in case D suggested that the reduction in resource allocation
in mainstream primary schools could result in an increase in pupils going to special schools:
With this dow n  turn in the econom y, is it g o in g  to  sw in g  back, it's so  d ifficu lt to  g e t  an  
SNA, to  g e t  re so u rce  time, even though it  is  the p a re n ts ' ch o ice  w h ere  they g o  to  
school. I  can  s e e  it  w ill  com e to a  s ta g e  w h ere  a  S E N O  w ill  s a y  - w e ll  actu a lly , there  
is  a  p la c e  f o r  y o u r  ch ild  in D  - i f  yo u  d ec id e  to s e n d  y o u r  c h ild  to  m a in stream  there  
w ill  be  no SNA a n d  no resou rce tim e....(Teacher mainstream primary 2D )
Parents w hose children had access to resource teaching hours and SN A  support in 
mainstream primary schools tended to express more positive v iew s that those who struggled 
to gain access to these supports. Parents, including Parent 5B , considered SN A  support to be  
particularly beneficial:
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The sp e c ia l n eeds assistan t, I  co u ld n ’t  have a sk e d  f o r  be tter, she w a s  
w o n d e r fu l... .(Parent 5B)
Parents o f  pupils who had their SN A support withdrawn were particularly critical as they felt
nothing was put in place to compensate for the loss. Parent 4B  suggested that it was very
difficult to access supports in mainstream primary and that it was a continuous struggle to
retain supports even after they had been allocated to pupils:
H e ’d  been  in sch o o l f o r  three yea rs . I  w a s  rin g in g  th e  d ep a r tm en t f o r  th ree ye a rs . I  
h a d  to  threaten  to  sue in the e n d ... .(Parent 4B)
W hile pupils did not comment on access to resources and supports in primary schools, there
was som e reference m ade to support received from SN As with class work. Pupil 1, group IB
described how  his SN A  supported him in his mainstream primary school:
She u sed  to s i t  w ith  m e du rin g  the d a y  w hich m ean t sa y  i f  I  w a s  s tu c k  like I  w ould, sh e  
w o u ld  g iv e  m e help. D u rin g  Irish  classes, I  d idn 't re a lly  like Irish  too  m uch b eca u se  I  
h ave e p ilep sy  a s  w ell, so  it  w a s too m uch f o r  m e so  w e  ju s t  d id  so m eth in g  e lse  w h ile  
th ey  d id  Ir ish .... (Pupil 1, group IB , male aged 12)
5 .4 .1 .2  G en era l A lloca tion  M o d el
There was a v iew  expressed by teachers and principals in mainstream schools that the
introduction o f  the GAM  had resulted in a reduction o f  support for pupils with M GLD and
one teacher in a mainstream primary school in case C indicated that pupils with MGLD
would no longer be considered a priority when selecting pupils for psychological assessment.
This was because the outcome o f  such assessm ents would not result in any additional
resource allocation for pupils with MGLD:
It's a w fu l rea lly  b eca u se  when those ch ildren  w ere  in a  ca te g o ry  they w ere  g e ttin g  a 
d e d ic a te d  tim e a n d  they w ere en titled  to  i t  a n d  I  th ink n o w  th ey  a re  the b ig  losers. 
They a re  the ch ild ren  th a t a re  the h a rd est to  teach  b u t th ey  a re  g e tt in g  the sa m e as the  
ch ild  th a t m a yb e  h as fa lle n  behind. There is n o th in g  to  id en tify  them  a s  a  sp e c ia l
g ro u p  a n d  I  do  th ink that they m iss o u t   th ere  is n o th in g  to  b e  g a in e d  f o r  the sch o o l
fro m  h a vin g  a ssessm en ts f o r  M G L D ,...{  teacher mainstream primary C l)
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Principal A  suggested that the GAM had resulted in a loss o f  appropriate support for pupils
with M GLD, particularly those who did not have additional needs:
I f  y o u  h ave a  ch ild  w ith  s tra ig h tfo rw a rd  M G L D , no sp eech  p ro b lem s, ve ry  w ell 
so c ia lly  ad a p ted , ju s t  has the learn ing  difficu lty, th a t ch ild  n o w a d a ys  is much m ore  
likely  to  f a l l  through  e v e ry b o d y ’s net becau se they a re  n o t g o in g  to g e t  ex tra  su p p o rt 
in m ain stream  sch o o l a n d  they p o s s ib ly  w o n ’t  g e t  in to  ou r sch o o l b ecau se o ther  
ch ildren  w ith  m ore  com plex  needs need  the p la c e  m ore  than th em  Principal A
The findings highlight a perception amongst teachers and parents that supports and resources 
for pupils with M GLD are difficult to access in mainstream primary schools. The findings 
also highlight a perception among teachers in mainstream and special schools that the GAM  
is an inadequate m ethod o f  resource allocation for these pupils. These view s echo those o f  
Stevens and M oore (2009), who are especially critical o f  the lack o f  guidelines issued to 
schools in relation to resource allocation and support for pupils with M GLD.
5 .4 .1 .3  S u p p o rt in m ainstream  c la sses
Som e principals and teachers in mainstream schools referred to the difficulties faced
by teachers in providing support for pupils with M GLD in mainstream classes. It was
suggested that this was due to class size and the varying levels o f  ability o f  pupils in classes.
There was a suggestion from one teacher that pupils without SEN were not receiving the
same level o f  attention in classes as those with SEN and that som e parents were aware o f  this:
M a in strea m  sch o o l f o r  a lo t o f  ch ildren  ju s t  w on 't w ork. I  h a ve  3 5  ch ild ren  in m y  
c la ss  th is ye a r , tw o  classes, an d  there are a  w h o le  ra n g e  o f  d isa b ilitie s  there, th ere  is 
no tim e, there ju s t  is  no tim e becau se it is  g e ttin g  to a s ta g e  n ow  w h ere  p a r e n ts  o f  
ch ildren  o f  n o rm a l in te lligen ce a re  sa y in g  - bu t m y c h ild  isn 't g e ttin g  th a t k in d  o f  
a tten tion  - a n d  they have a  p o in t... .  (Teacher mainstream primary 2D)
Som e o f  the principals and teachers in special schools suggested that teachers in mainstream  
primary schools lacked know ledge and experience in m eeting the needs o f  pupils with SEN.
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There w as a v iew , expressed by Teacher 2B, that although pupils were present in the classes,
they were not participating:
I ’ve one b o y  in m y c la ss  w ho ta lked  abou t he h a te d  h is o ld  sch o o l b ecau se there w ere  
th ree  o f  them  a n d  they w ere  ign ored  in the ir ow n school, th ey w ere  j u s t  left a t the 
b a ck  o f  the c la s s . . ..  (Teacher 2B)
Som e parents, such as Parent ID , were critical o f  the support received by their children in
mainstream primary classrooms. They suggested that mainstream class teachers had
insufficient know ledge or training in the area o f  SEN. There was a v iew  that mainstream
class teachers did not have time to support pupils:
They w o u ld  h ave the qu a lifica tion s f o r  it y o u  know  they w o u ld  h ave d o n e  w hatever. 
The m ain stream  tea ch ers don 't have that a n d  as w e ll as th a t th ey  don 't have the  
tim e... (Parent ID )
The pupils did not generally comment on the quality o f  provision in mainstream primary
schools. Som e pupils, including Pupil 1A, mentioned difficulties getting help in mainstream
classes and reported having been left on their own to do their work:
The tea ch er  w ou ldn 't com e to  m y table when I  a sk ed  her. I  p u t  m y h a n d  up  a n d  s a id  I  
iieed e d  h elp  a n d  sh e s a id  no try  them  y o u r s e lf  a n d  I  s a id  I  a lrea d y  d id  it  a n d  sh e  s a id  
try  som e m ore a n d  I  s a id  I  c a n ’t  it's h a rd ....Y o u  a sk  the tea ch er  to  h e lp  y o u  a n d  yo u 're  
w a itin g  a n d  yo u 're  w a itin g  a n d  tw o  hours la te r  sh e's h ere .... (Pupil 1A, fem ale, aged 
12)
The findings indicate a perception that teachers in mainstream primary schools lack expertise 
in m eeting the needs o f  pupils with SEN. This v iew  has been identified in previous studies 
where the level o f  expertise o f  teachers has been called into question and a need for further 
training has been identified (O ’Gorman & Drudy, 2010; Shevlin, Kenny & L oxley, 2008).
5 .4 .2  A ccess  to  reso u rces  in m ainstream  p o s t-p r im a ry  sch o o ls
Principals in post-primary schools agreed that there was a lack o f  continuity in 
support from mainstream primary, as supports had to be reapplied for w hen pupils enrolled in
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the post-primary school. One deputy principal indicated that the school had no control over 
resource allocation:
W hat the c h ild  h as in p r im a ry  sch oo l d o esn  't fo l lo w  into seco n d a ry  school. T h a t’s  
n oth ing  to do  w ith  (school), th a t ’s  the w h o le  sy s te m ....(Deputy principal mainstream  
post-primary C)
The principals and teachers in the special schools suggested that the lack o f  certainty
regarding entitlement to support in mainstream post-primary was very off-putting for som e
parents and they were more likely to send the pupils to the special school instead. Principal B
suggested that a reduction in resources at post-primary level affected pupils’ progress there:
It a p p ea rs  to  b e  th a t the su p p o rts  a t p r im a ry  sch o o l a re  n o t a va ila b le  to the sa m e  
ex ten t in p o s t-p r im a ry ... I  th ink that gen era lly , the y o u n g s te rs  th a t have g o n e  to  p o s t ­
p r im a ry  w ho h a ve  com e to us afterw ard , w e  h ave fo u n d  w ere  ve ry  lo s t in p o s t ­
p r im a ry ....  (Principal Bj
Many parents suggested that there were insufficient resources available for pupils in post­
primary schools. Parent 2B  expressed her disappointment at the level o f  support her son  
received w hile in the post-primary school, while Parent 4D  expressed her concern that 
teachers in post-primary schools did not have the know ledge required to support her son’s 
needs:
They s a id  they w ere  g o in g  to have som eon e in the c la ss  w ith  him  like an SNA a n d  th a t 
they w o u ld  keep  m e in form ed  a s to  how he w a s  doing. K  s a id  he d id n ’t  have anyone  
w ith  him  a t  all, seem in g ly  they co u ld n ’t  g e t  fu n d in g  f o r  it, to  g e t  som eon e to  s i t  w ith  
him  a n d  so, the tea ch ers u sed  to take it upon  th em selves  to  s it  dow n  b es id e  him  a n d  
help  him  w ith  the w o r k ...(Parent 2B)
U p h ere  in tea ch ers ' m inds... they  a re  n o t tra in e d  f o r  this, th is is w h a t is throw n a t 
you .. I  haven 't been  tra in ed  to  teach  kids w ith  s p e c ia l  n eed s so  I  don 't k n o w ....{  Parent 
4D)
5 .4 .3  S u perv ision  in p o s t-p r im a ry  sch ools
A  lack o f  appropriate supervision o f  pupils with M GLD outside o f  class time was an 
issue o f  concern for parents o f  pupils who had transferred to the special school. Som e
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parents, including Parent IB, indicated that a lack o f  adequate supervision o f  pupils outside 
o f  class tim e could leave their children vulnerable to bullying or engaging in appropriate 
behaviours:
I  s a id  to  h er w h a t h appen s w hen he com es out the door, w h a t h appen s w hen  h e ’s in 
the ya rd , w h a t s o r t  o f  su p p o rts  w ill be th e r e fo r  him ? I  s a id  h e 's  v e r y  vu lnerable, h e ’s  
v e ry  g u llib le  a n d  h e ’s  so  d esp era te  to  be p a r t  o f  a  g ro u p  th a t he can  be v e ry  ea s ily  
in flu en ced  by his p e e r  g r o u p .. ..( Parent IB)
Parents o f  pupils who had medical needs or physical disabilities, also expressed concern for 
their children’s safety in the busy environment o f  a post-primary school. Parent 1C expressed  
these concerns:
W ell m y b ig g e s t w o rry  was, the d a y  I  w en t into the C, I  a c tu a lly  w en t in the w ro n g  
door, a n d  I  m et lo a d s o f  c la ssroom s fin ish in g  c la ss  a n d  they a ll  ju s t  ca m e f ly in g  
o u t on  the co rr id o r  a n d  I  though t ‘O  m y G o d ’ . . . i t  w as like a  s ta m p ed e ... a n d  I  
thou gh t O  m y G od, yo u  ’d  g e t  tra m p led  here ’. B eca u se  o f  h er p e g  a n d  s p e c ia l  
needs, I  thou gh t y o u  ju s t  be p lo u g h e d  dow n  a n d  I  thou gh t ‘No, i t ’s  n o t f o r  h er .... 
(Parent 1C)
It was accepted b y  principals in post-primary schools that pupils could be susceptible to
bullying w hile unsupervised and that this had happened in the case o f  pupils who had
transferred in the past. The deputy principal o f  a mainstream post-primary school in case C
said that, w h ile the school provided adequate supervision for all pupils during break tim es, no
school could guarantee complete supervision for pupils:
The sch o o l has an  adequ ate leve l o f  su pervision  fo r  p e o p le  th a t ’s a ll  students. E very  
sch o o l w ill  h ave recrea tio n a l a c tiv itie s  to the b e s t o f  th e ir  a b ility  d u rin g  breaktim es. 
N o sc h o o l can  g u a ra n tee  com plete  su perv ision  f o r  p u p ils  d u rin g  b re a k s ... .(D e p u ty  
principal mainstream post-primary C)
These findings highlight a perception among participant groups that the level o f  support and 
resource allocation for pupils with MGLD was inadequate. A  lack o f  continuity o f  supports 
from primary and the perception that there were inadequate levels o f  supervision were
identified as reasons for transfer by parents, principals and teachers. These findings are 
supported by those o f  Armstrong et al. (2010) who found that parents o f  pupils in primary 
schools were more likely to report that their child w as in receipt o f  resource teaching hours 
and SN A  support than parents o f  pupils with SEN in mainstream post-primary schools.
5 .4 .4  R eso u rces  a n d  su p p o rts  in sp ec ia l sch o o ls  
There was a perception across all cases that the special school could offer more 
resources and supports to pupils. These included teacher expertise and SN A  support. The role 
o f  the special school in organising placements in vocational and training centres for pupils 
when they reached 18 was considered a very important part o f  educational provision.
5 .4 .4 .1  E x p ertise  in sp e c ia l sch oo ls
There was a perception, expressed by som e parents, that the teachers in special
schools had greater expertise and training in the area o f  SEN that their mainstream
counterparts. Som e parents felt that the teachers in special schools had a greater
understanding o f  the needs o f  the pupils and that teaching was adapted to suit these needs.
Parent 4D  indicated that teachers in special schools had a greater understanding o f  the needs
o f  pupils than those in mainstream schools:
They kn ow  i f  J  is n o t g e ttin g  som eth in g  o r  he is g e tt in g  co n tra ry  w hich  is  the ca se  
w ith k ids w ith  s p e c ia l  needs, y o u  n eed  to take a  b re a k fro m  it. I  d o n ’t th in k  o rd in a ry  
teach ers have th a t co n cep t esp ec ia lly  i f  th ey  h aven 't w o rk e d  w ith  them  before, 
they a re  n o t g o in g  to  u n derstan d  th a t . .. .(Parent 4D )
W hile som e principals in the special schools referred to extra courses attended by  teachers, 
they did not express the v iew  that teachers in special schools had any additional, or different, 
training. Som e teachers referred to the use o f  adapted teaching approaches to m eet the 
learning needs o f  pupils w hile others indicated that teachers’ experience in working with
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pupils with SEN was a feature o f  provision in special schools. Teacher 3A  suggested that 
teachers in special schools used different methods or approaches than teachers in mainstream  
schools:
I  don 't think w e  h ave b e tte r  sk ills than m ainstream  teach ers, w e  j u s t  h a ve  a  d ifferen t 
w ay o f  tea ch in g  o r  d o in g  certa in  things, that m aybe th ey  w ou ldn 't have the  
o p p o rtu n ity  o f  d o in g  because m aybe the ir c la ss  is  a m ain stream  c la ss  a n d  m aybe th a t 
on e sp e c ia l  n eeds ch ild  g o es  ou t to resource. It's h a rd  to  s a y  r e a l ly . . . .  (Teacher 3 A)
One principal o f  a mainstream primary school in case D expressed the v iew  that teachers in
special schools had greater expertise in the area o f  SEN than those in mainstream schools:
I  th in k  the d isa b ility  leve l that a m ainstream  sch o o l can 't ca te r  f o r  b eca u se  there is a  
g re a te r  n eed  f o r  ex p ertise  than w hat yo u  h a ve .... Principal mainstream primary D
These findings highlight a perception amongst parents and teachers in mainstream schools 
that teachers have greater expertise in special schools which is similar to the findings o f  Ware 
et al.’s (2009) study o f  the role o f  special schools and classes. H owever, Ware et al. found 
that there were disparities in expertise and qualifications am ongst teachers in special schools.
5 .4 .4 .2  S p ec ia l N eeds A ssis ta n t (SNA) su p p o r t in s p e c ia l sch o o ls
Teachers and principals in special schools agreed that the SN A s played an important
role in supporting pupils in the classes. The SN As supported the pupils w ith their care needs
and their school work. There was a view  that the role o f  the SN A  should incorporate support
for all aspects o f  pupils’ needs including care, academic, social and behavioural needs.
Teacher 3C described her working relationship w ith the SN A  in her class:
I  k n o w  they a re  su p p o sed  to be  there f o r  the ca re  n eeds bu t in o u r  se ttin g  a t  the 
en d  o f  the d a y  w e  a ll  w o rk  togeth er a n d  there is no such  th in g  in m y room  th a t I ’m  
the tea ch er a n d  y o u  ’re the SNA a n d  yo u  're do w n  there. ...(Teacher 3C)
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Som e parents stressed the importance o f  SNA support for their children, particularly those
with medical needs. Other parents, including Parent 3A, referred to the SN A s role in
supporting pupils with class work:
She m igh t take them  ou t on a  one to  one, o r tw o  o r th ree  in a  g ro u p  b a se d  on w ho a ll  
g o es  out. I t  m igh t b e  their rea d in g  o r sp e llin g  o r  m aths. The w h o le  c la ss  w o u ld  have  
SNA s u p p o r t. . . .  (Parent 3A)
The pupils referred to SN A s as people who would help them when they found their work
difficult. Som e pupils, including Pupil 3C, considered the SN A s to have a teaching role and
referred to them as other teachers in the class rather than SNAs:
T h e re ’s  o th er  tea ch ers  in the classroom  th ey  h elp  y o u  to o .. ..y o u  a sk  them, y o u  sa y  
M iss, can  I  h ave so m e help  p lea se , an d  th ey ju s t  com e o v e r . . ..(Pupil 3C, female aged 
15)
The findings indicate a perception amongst participant groups that SN A s play an important 
role in supporting pupils5 academic and care needs. Logan's (2006) study o f  SNA support 
revealed similar findings, with both teachers and principals advocating that the role o f  the 
SN A should include learning support activities.
5 .4 .4 .3  P la cem en t a t 18  y e a r s  o f  a g e
Placement for pupils when they reached the age o f  18 em erged very strongly as an
issue especially amongst parents across all cases. M any parents referred to the fact that pupils
were placed in vocational and training centres when they reached 18 years o f  age and this
kind o f  assistance was considered very important for pupils when they left school. Parent 1A
indicated that this influenced the decision to transfer their child to the special school:
W ell th a t w a s  a n o th er  con sidera tion  sen d in g  h er h ere  b eca u se  w hen  sh e  d id  h er f iv e  
o r six  y e a r s  h ere they w o u ld  help  her g e t on to  a  tra in in g  co u rse .... (Parent 1A)
Som e parents, including Parent 4C, were also hopeful that the pupils m ight be placed in
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employment on leaving school:
She w ill  g e t  a  j o b  through the school. They g o  rou n d  p la c e s  a n d  try  to g e t  them  in, yo u  
kn ow .... (Parent 4C)
The principals in som e o f  the primary and post-primary schools also referred to this aspect o f
the special school’s provision. There was a suggestion from the principal o f  one post-primary
school that special schools had links with training centres and other organisations which
provided placements for pupils with MGLD, whereas mainstream schools could not offer the
same support with transition at this stage:
It's n o t th a t ea sy  to g e t  into the sp ec ia l sch em es so  w hen he g o t  into the sp e c ia l sch o o l  
w e s a id  th a t w a s  the b es t w a y  f o r  h im .... (Principal mainstream post-primary A)
Principals and teachers in special schools across cases highlighted their role in supporting 
pupils with the selection o f  placements. Principal B described som e o f  the placem ent options 
available to pupils:
I t ’s  u su a lly  so m eth in g  like the N a tion a l L ea rn in g  N e tw o rk  w o u ld  b e  a  fo llo w -o n , 
. .. .se rv ic e s  w o u ld  take yo u n g sters that a re  le ss  academ ic . They o ffer garden ing , 
h orticu ltu re  a n d  s ta b le  m anagem ent, w hich w o u ld  be an a ttra c tiv e  o p tio n ... (Principal
B)
N one o f  the pupils interviewed stated that they would go to a training centre when they left 
the special school. M any pupils indicated they would go to college while others described the 
kind o f  jobs they would like to do when they left school. Pupils 1 and 2, group 3B , identified 
som e o f  their choices:
R: W hat d o  y o u  d o  w hen yo u 're  f in ish ed  h ere?
P I :  L o o k  f o r  a  j o b  o r g o  to  co llege, it d ep en d s w h a t y o u  w an t to  do. I  d o n ’t rea lly  
know, a  co o k e ry  co u rse  o r  som ething.
P 2: I 'd  like to  b e  a  h a ird re sse r ....(Pupils 1 and 2, group 3B, fem ales aged 16)
The findings illustrate the perceptions o f  parents, principals and teachers that special schools 
played an important role in supporting pupils with placem ents when they reached 18 years o f
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age. The perception that post-school outcomes are enhanced for pupils attending special 
schools is supported by Fahey’s (2006) study o f  post-school outcom es for past-pupils o f  a 
special school for pupils with M GLD, which found that the majority o f  participants 
progressed to som e form o f  full-time training on graduation from the special school.
5.4.5 Theme 3 -  Sub-theme 1: Difficulties arising from SNA support in mainstream  
schools
5 .4 .5 .1  D e p en d en ce  on SNA su p p o rt in m ainstream  p r im a ry  sch o o ls
Dependence o f  pupils, parents and teachers on SN A  support was a theme which
emerged across all cases. A  few parents, including Parent 6A , expressed the v iew  that the
SN A  did not enable the pupil to develop independence:
She w a s  ta k in g  the books ou t f o r  him  a n d  th a t's  n o t w h a t I  w anted. I  w a n te d  him to be  
in depen den t not som eon e tak ing  the books ou t f o r  h im .... (Parent 6 A )
However, there was also a view  that the SNA helped protect the pupils from bullying or
teasing by classm ates. Other parents were happy that the SN A  did everything with pupils and
an SNA was described by Parent 4D as a second mother to the pupil:
B ut the f a c t  o f  him  h aving  an SNA w as a  bonus a n d  w e u sed  to  s a y  sh e  w a s like a 
sec o n d  m am m y. She u sed  to do  everyth ing  w ith  h im ....{Parent 4D )
Teachers in special schools stated that pupils who transferred had acquired a level o f  learned
helplessness and that it took some time before pupils could engage in a task without constant
adult supervision. There was also a view , expressed by Teacher 1C, that social development
had been inhibited by the constant presence o f  the SN A  in the mainstream class:
I ju s t  s a y  no to  R, m y assistan t, sh e know s n o t to  do  it, sh e kn ow s to  s ta n d  ba ck  
a n d  i f  th e r e ’s  n e e d  f o r  them  to be show n som ething, h o w  to  w a sh  som eth ing , then  
g ra d u a lly , y o u  know, b u t yo u  h ave to  g ive  them  the opportu n ity . B u t I  can  se e  th a t 
in m a in stream  y o u  ju s t  couldn % y o u  k n ow .... A n o th er th in g  a s  w e ll is th a t they g o  
through  sch o o l life w ith  an adult. N o w  w h a t ch ild  sh o u ld  g o  through  life w ith  an
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a d u lt a t  its s id e  a ll  the t im e ... .(Teacher 1C)
There was som e acknowledgment from principals and teachers in mainstream schools that
there was a certain level o f  dependence on SNAs to support pupils but it was suggested that
this was unavoidable given the numbers in classes. One principal argued that the SN A
provided support by keeping pupils on task in mainstream classes:
T hat has been  s a id  to  us th a t m aybe som e ch ild ren  a re  a  little  d ep en d en t on  the SNA  
bu t w e  w ouldn  't b e  a b le  to keep  the ch ild  in the sch o o l i f  w e  d idn 't h ave the SNA to  
w ith d ra w  them  o r  keep them  on ta s k .. ..(Principal mainstream primary B)
Som e o f  the pupils indicated that they found it easier to cope in the mainstream w hen they
had access to a SN A  and found it difficult to work independently w hen the SN A  was
withdrawn. Som e also highlighted the role o f  SNA support in the special schools as som eone
who helped them with their work. Pupil 2C referred to the SN A  who supported her in
primary school as her best friend:
P 2 : M y  b e s t fr ien d , she w a s  m y sp e c ia l needs (assistan t), sh e  w o u ld  co p y  s tu f f fo r  
m e a n d  g iv e  m e books f r o m  the p e o p le  that m ake the p r in t  b igger.
R: Your best friend, was that a girl in your class?
P 2: N o, sh e w a s  m y sp e c ia l n e e d s ... .(Pupil 2C, fem ale, aged 12)
5 .4 .5 .2  R esen tm en t o f  SNA su p p o rt in m ain stream  sch o o ls
Principals and teachers in special schools highlighted resentment o f  SN A  support as 
an issue for pupils with M GLD in mainstream schools. The pupils' resentment o f  the SN A  
and the constant presence o f  the SN A  caused difficulties for som e pupils as they were seen as 
different to their peers. Teacher 2A  described one pupil’s experience o f  SN A  support in a 
mainstream school:
O ne boy  in p a r ticu la r , th is yea r , has spoken  to  m e th a t he h a d  an  SNA w ith  him  la s t  
y e a r  a n d  he ca m e fr o m  a p r im a ry  sch o o l a n d  he j u s t  h a te d  th a t w h o le  th in g  a n d  he  
didn 't g e t  on  w ith  h er an d  the re la tion sh ip  w asn 't g o o d , y o u  know. I'm n o t su re  w h y it  
g o t  to  th a t s ta g e  b u t he actu a lly  resen ted  h a v in g  on e  p e r s o n  f o r  him  a n d  p r o b a b ly  
n o b o d y  e lse  h a d  th a t . . . .(Teacher 2A)
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The principal o f  a mainstream post-primary school in case D  recounted how  the presence o f
an SN A  had been the cause o f  upset and frustration for a pupil who had subsequently
transferred from the school:
H e h a d  an SNA a p p o in ted  an d  he didn't often  like the id ea  o f  h a v in g  an  SNA. H e h a d  
a  ve ry  fu n n y  a ttitu de, like he w ou ld  ex p ect the SNA to ca rry  h is  b a g  o r  there w a s  an  
in c id en t w h ere th ere  w a s  a b a g  in the w a y  o f  his ch a ir  a n d  he w ou ldn 't m ove it, he 
w a n te d  h er to  m ove it. H e w as qu ite  d ifficu lt a n d  he d idn 't p a r tic u la r ly  like the SNA  
f o r  no g o o d  rea so n  that I  co u ld  see. So th is  b eca m e an  issu e a n d  a  co u p le  o f  tim es he 
lo s t h is tem p er a n d  p ro d u c e d  an am azing  s tr in g  o f  la n g u a g e ....(  Principal mainstream  
post-primary D)
These findings highlight a perception amongst som e parents and teachers that pupils became 
dependent on SN A  support in mainstream schools and that, for som e pupils, the constant 
presence o f  an SN A  was a source o f  upset and resentment. These findings are supported by  
those o f  previous studies (e.g., Giangreco & Broer, 2005; Vincett, Cremin & Thomas, 2005) 
which have identified problems relating to over-dependency and social isolation o f  pupils in 
receipt o f  SN A  support.
5.4.6 Theme 3: Sub-theme 2 Support for social, emotional and behavioural difficulties
There was a perception expressed by m any participants that pupils experiencing  
SEBD received greater support in special schools than in mainstream schools. Pupils did not 
express a v iew  on this issue. Som e parents expressed the view  that mainstream schools were 
ill-equipped to deal with the behavioural and social difficulties experienced by pupils who  
had transferred. They indicated that the main approach em ployed in mainstream schools to 
deal with behavioural problems was to remove the pupil from the classroom . There was also 
som e criticism o f  the w ay social difficulties had been dealt with w h ile pupils were in  
mainstream schools. Som e parents, including Parent 6C, felt there was a lack o f  
understanding on the part o f  teachers:
L ike I ’l l  g iv e  y o u  an  exam ple that the sch o o l w ere  g o in g  a w a y  on  a  tr ip  a w a y
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so m ew h ere  one d a y  a n d  they  h a d  to g e t  a big, a  huge bus f o r  th is tr ip  a n d  m y  
d a u g h ter  w as a w a k e  m ost o f  the n igh t fr e tt in g  b ecau se sh e kn ew  th a t no one w o u ld  s i t  
b esid e  her. So I  ra n g  up so m eb o d y  in the sch o o l y o u  kn ow  to sa y  th a t befo re  th ey  left 
co u ld  th ey  m ake su re  th a t som eh ow  th a t so m eo n e w o u ld  s i t  b es id e  her, th a t sh e  
w o u ld n 't be le ft on her own. So, the tea ch er  s to o d  up a n d  s a id  ‘n ow  John, i t ’s  y o u r  
turn to  s i t  b esid e  X, now  M a ry  y o u  can sw a p  o ver  now, M a ry  i t ’s  y o u r  turn ’. That type  
o f  th in g  to  m e sh o w s a  g re a t lack  o f  u n derstan d in g .... (Parent 6C)
There was a perception amongst parents and mainstream teachers that pupils' emotional and
behavioural difficulties would be addressed in special schools in a more effective way than in
mainstream. Parent 3B expressed this view:
I f  a c h ild  is dow n  in an y w a y  a t  a ll  that c h ild  is  seen  to  a n d  brou gh t o u t an d  w h a tever  
th a t n e e d  is, i t ’s  seen  s tra ig h t aw ay. I t ’s n o t fe s te r in g ... . (Parent 3 B)
There was som e agreement from teachers in mainstream schools that som e o f  the pupils'
behavioural and social difficulties were not adequately addressed w hile they were in
mainstream primary schools. Som e o f  these teachers acknowledged that they found the
behavioural difficulties o f  pupils who had transferred very difficult to deal with in a
classroom situation. One mainstream primary teacher described her difficulties coping with
the behaviours presented by  a pupil who subsequently transferred to case D:
There w ere  m any d a ys  when I  w en t to  the p r in c ip a l a n d  s a id  I ju s t  can 't d e a l w ith  him. 
The k id s  a re  terrified , he is th row in g  s tu f f  around, n o b o d y  is a b le  to  h o ld  him. H e  w a s  
b ig  a n d  v e ry  a g g re ss ive .... (Teacher mainstream primary ID )
Another mainstream primary teacher in case C suggested that special schools were better
equipped to deal with behavioural difficulties:
P ro b a b ly  b eca u se  they  have a  h igh er to lera n ce  le ve l a n d  they h a ve  m ore  w a ys  o f  
co p in g  w ith  ch ild ren  th ere ..th ey have the ir tim e-o u t ....(Teacher mainstream primary 
1C)
Principals o f  post-primary schools also stated that they did not have the facilities or supports 
in the schools to deal with some o f  the emotional and behavioural problems experienced by
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som e pupils and one principal suggested that it w as not always in the pupils’ best interests to
attend mainstream schools that did not have adequate supports:
H ere  w e h ave ch ildren  w ith  em otional p ro b le m s  a n d  A D H D , w e  w o u ld  have to  a sk  
the ir p a r e n ts  to  a sk  their G P  to refer them  on to  X  C h ild  a n d  F a m ily  C a re  C en tre a n d  
there's a  s ix  m onth w a itin g  lis t to g e t  in there. So, in one sen se, tak in g  ch ildren  w ho  
have ve ry  s p e c ia l needs, w hich w e don't n o rm a lly  on a d a y  to  d a y  d e a l w ith; yo u  have  
to be  very  co g n isa n t o f  the fa c t  th a t yo u  m a y b e  d o in g  m o re  dam age. It's a b ig  a sk  
....(Principal mainstream post-primary A)
Teachers in special schools referred to the som etim es challenging behaviours presented and
suggested that experience o f  such behaviours over tim e had provided them with the skills
necessary to cope in these situations. Teacher 2 A  described how  she learned to cope with
difficult behaviours exhibited by pupils at times:
S om etim es th e  ch ildren  can be very  confron ta tional, e sp e c ia lly  the o ld e r  ch ildren  a n d  
they can  b e  very, I  m ean the language they can  u se  to w a rd s a  m em ber o f  s ta f f  th a t can  
affect a  m em ber, o r  the leve l o f  vio lence th a t th ey  m igh t try  to, o r  y o u  m igh t w itness, 
can be  q u ite  d ifficu lt especia lly . I  can  rem em b er the ra w n ess  o f  th a t in the beginning. 
You d o  learn  to co p e  w ith  th a t.... (Teacher 2A)
These findings indicate a perception that pupils receive greater support for SEBD in special 
schools than in mainstream schools. Teachers and principals in mainstream schools 
acknowledged difficulties in coping with challenging behaviours in the class environment. 
These findings are supported by a recent report by Cooper and Jacobs (2011), who identify  
the need for teachers to develop a basic knowledge o f  behavioural and cognitive behavioural 
principles, and their application, in the promotion o f  good behaviour, emotional w ell-being  
and positive social adjustment.
5 .4 .7  S um m ary o f  fin d in gs in re la tion  to su p p o r ts  a n d  reso u rces in m ain stream  a n d  
sp e c ia l  sch oo ls.
The findings in relation to the theme o f  supports and resources for pupils with M GLD  
in mainstream and special schools are relevant to Research Q uestions 1, 2 and 3. A  perceived
lack o f  appropriate supports and resources was one o f  the main reasons cited for the transfer 
o f  pupils to special schools for pupils with MGLD. In mainstream schools, a perception that 
supports were being reduced and a lack o f  support in mainstream classes were cited as 
reasons for transfer. The GAM was identified by  teachers and principals as having  
contributed to a decrease in levels o f  support for pupils with MGLD in the current study. This 
m odel o f  support has been criticised in terms o f  the capacity o f  schools to provide adequate 
support for pupils with M GLD (Stevens & O ’M oore, 2009). At post-primary level, the need  
to reapply for supports, as w ell as a perceived lack o f  appropriate supervision o f  pupils, were 
cited as reasons for transfer.
There was a perception amongst all participant groups that pupils received a greater level o f  
supports in special schools particularly in relation to support for pupils with SEBD and SN A  
support. However, an over-reliance on SNA support and resentment by som e pupils o f  SN A  
support in mainstream primary and post-primary schools were difficulties highlighted by  
parents and teachers in mainstream and special schools. The role o f  the SN A  in supporting 
teachers o f  pupils with MGLD in mainstream schools was highlighted as important in 
keeping pupils on task. Despite the importance attached to the role o f  the SN A  by participants 
in this study, there is currently no evidence to support the v iew  that pupils’ outcom es are 
better for those who receive SN A  support in mainstream schools (Blatchford, Russell, 
Bassett, Brown & Martin, 2007). However, Blatchford et al. did find that the presence o f  a 
support assistant in the classroom facilitated more individualised teacher attention towards 
pupils which is consistent with the view s expressed by  teachers in the current study.
The perception amongst parents and teachers in mainstream schools that there was greater 
support for pupils with SEBD in special schools highlights the need for greater supports and 
professional developm ent for teachers in mainstream schools in this area. However, the 
perception that teachers in special schools have greater expertise due to professional
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development in the area o f  SEN is not supported by the evidence o f  studies (Ware et al., 
2009). Teachers in special schools in the current study attributed their expertise to years o f  
experience rather than extra qualifications.
Parents and teachers in special schools agreed that support w ith placem ent for pupils when 
they reached 18 years o f  age was an important aspect o f  provision in special schools and was 
identified by som e parents as a key factor in their decision to transfer their children from  
mainstream schools.
5.5 Theme 4: School structure and organization
School structure and organization in post-primary mainstream schools, as w ell as 
class size in both primary and post-primary schools, were factors w hich influenced the
decision to transfer pupils to special schools for pupils with M GLD.
5 .5 .1  C la ss  s ize  in m ainstream  p r im a ry  sch o o ls
Teachers and principals in mainstream schools considered class size at primary level
to be a cause o f  difficulty for teachers. Teacher ID  in a mainstream primary school expressed
concern that there was little time to m eet the needs o f  all pupils and cope with behavioural
and learning difficulties:
We h a ve  la rg e  classes. When y o u  have a  c h ild  w ith  a d ifficu lty  a n d  ch ildren  
like  S  w ith  a b eh aviou ra l d ifficu lty it is h a rd  to  d e a l w ith  in a  b ig  c la ss  w h ere  
y o u  a re  try in g  to g e t  everyth in g  d o n e ... .(Teacher mainstream primary ID )
Teachers and principals in special schools, including Principal C, also agreed that it would be
very difficult for a mainstream teacher to meet the needs o f  pupils who had transferred in a
situation where there were large numbers o f  pupils:
I f  y o u ’ve a  ch ild  in a  c la ss  o f  th irty  a n d  one tea ch er  a n d  no SNA a n d  th ey  ’re  
n o t g e ttin g  th a t w ee b it o f  extra h elp  th a t th ey  n eed  th ey  ju s t  g e t  fru s tra ted , 
a n d  th a t ’s  it.... (Principal C)
Parent 4B indicated that classes were too large and this made it difficult for teachers to
provide support and that the noise level in a large class had posed difficulties for her son:
I  f e l t  th a t h e n eeded  a  q u ie ter  environm ent. A n o th er b ig  th in g  w a s th a t there  
w a s 32  in h is class. I ju s t  f e l t  there w a s  a  lo t g o in g  o n . ... (Parent 4B )
Parent 4 B ’s son also referred to class size in relation to his experience in mainstream primary.
He described his class as 'mental':
. .w e l ly o u  se e  there w as like 3 0 p e o p le  in the c la ss  in A ’s, i t  w a s re a lly  m ental. 
..(Pupil 2, group IB , male, aged 12)
The perception amongst participant groups in this study that large classes in mainstream  
schools were detrimental to pupils’ progress is not supported by evidence o f  studies on the 
relationship betw een class size and achievement (OECD, 2010). H owever, there is som e  
evidence to suggest that low-achieving pupils benefit from small class size in the early years 
at school (Blatchford et al., 2003).
5 .5 .2  S ch o o l s tru c tu re  in m ainstream  p o s t-p r im a ry  sch o o ls
School structure in mainstream post-primary schools was another theme which
emerged across all cases. Principals o f  mainstream primary and post-primary schools referred
to potential difficulties the structure o f  post-primary schools could cause for pupils. It was
acknowledged that smaller classes were desirable for pupils w ith M GLD and that the
transition from primary could cause problems where there was no base class, or teacher, for
the pupils. A s the principal o f  one post-primary school stated:
There is  a v e ry  d ifferen t stru c tu re  a t  p r im a ry  level. S tu den ts m ay b eco m e u sed  to  a  
co sy  en viron m en t in p r im a ry  sch o o l an d  the lea p  req u ired  in the tran sition  to  p o s t ­
p r im a ry  can  be d ifficu lt f o r  a ll  students. The sp e c ia l sc h o o l h as a stru c tu re  w hich  is  
c lo se  to  th a t o f  a  p r im a ry  s c h o o l ... .(Principal post-primary mainstream B)
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Teachers and principals in the special schools also referred to the difficulties posed by the
change in structure from mainstream primary to post-primary schools. Teacher D described
som e areas o f  difficulty including class changes and timetables:
It is to o  difficult, there is a  huge onus on k ids to  f in d  th e ir  w a y  a ro u n d  a  sch o o l fro m  
c la ss  to  c la ss  f o r  a  start, to fo l lo w  tim eta b les th a t a re  ve ry  co m p lica ted , ca rry  so  
m any books a n d  th a t so r t  o f  thing. A lo t o f  the k ids w e  h a ve  th ey  a re  the a rea s  they  
have p ro b le m s  in, o rg a n isin g  them selves  (Teacher D)
M any parents felt that their children would not have coped with the number o f  different 
classes, subjects and teachers. Som e suggested that the pupils' lack o f  organisational skills 
would have made it too difficult to negotiate a busy timetable and to remember all the 
material required for different subjects. The physical layout o f  large schools was also 
considered a problem for som e pupils, especially where there w ere stairs involved. Parents 
worried for the safety o f  the pupils in such circumstances. Parent IB  described som e o f  these  
issues:
H e w o u ld n ’t  have h a d  the o rgan iza tion a l sk ills  to  be  a b le  to  co p e  w ith  a ll th ose  
differen t tea ch ers  a n d  the tim etab le  and d ifferen t books. I t  w o u ld  h a ve  been  a  little  b it 
m ore than he w o u ld  h ave m a n a g e d ... .(Parent IB )
One pupil suggested that finding your way, and negotiating materials and a locker, in a post­
primary schools could be very worrying:
A n d  y o u  g e t  v e ry  con fu sed  becau se yo u  don 't kn ow  w h ere  y o u  a re  go in g . You g e t  
lo ck ers  f o r  s tu f f  a n d  y o u ’re w o rry in g  yo u  m igh t lo se  so m e  o f  the s tu f f  o r  i t  m igh t be  
stolen . You w ou ldn 't w an t th a t.... (Pupil 2, group 4B , fem ale aged 15)
5 .5 .3  S ch o o l s tru c tu re  in sp ec ia l schools
Although pupils did change classrooms and teachers for som e classes, particularly in 
the m iddle and senior sections o f  the schools, pupils always had a base class and teacher in 
the special schools. This was view ed as an important feature o f  special schools by teachers, 
principals and parents who referred to this issue. Principals and teachers stated that the
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structure o f  the special schools suited the pupils because it was sim ilar to the structure in 
primary schools. The small number o f  pupils in each class in special schools was also seen as 
an advantage to these pupils compared to the larger classes in mainstream schools. A s  
Teacher 3 A  stated:
F irs t  o f  a ll  y o u  h a ve  sm a lle r  classes, y o u r  b a se  c la ss  is  the sa m e  s e t  up a s  in p r im a ry  
school, y o u  a re  in a  certa in  room  w ith  a  certa in  teach er a n d  i t ’s  ea s ie r  f o r  students to  
f in d  th e ir  w a y  a rou n d  because they know  on a  F rid a y  a t  2  o clock, th ey  g o  to hom e  
econ om ics o r  on a  M on day m orning a t 10  th ey  have P.E. T h a t’s  e a sy  w hen  y o u  are  
s ta r tin g  fr o m  the sa m e  b a se  class a ll  the tim e. ...(Teacher 3A)
The principal o f  one o f  the mainstream schools suggested that w h ile a mainstream post­
primary school could prove overwhelming for pupils with M GLD, the special school was 
much smaller and less intimidating:
A lso  B  is qu ite  a  sm a ll little  s e t  up. I  think in a seco n d a ry  sc h o o l it's o v e r  w helm ing  
w h erea s here, they h ave tw o seco n d a ry  sch o o l c la sse s .... (Principal Mainstream  
Primary B)
Parents also referred to the benefits o f  smaller number classes in special schools in each o f
the cases. This was seen by Parent 3D to be a huge advantage in terms o f  the time and
attention that could be devoted to each pupil:
The w a y  the c la ssro o m s a re  done, they a re  n o t huge b ig  room s, they don 't h ave a lo t 
o f  k ids to  th in k  a b o u t a t an y one tim e w hich is e a s ie r  f o r  the k ids to learn . When the  
c la ssro o m s a re  too  p acked , it's m ore seriou s. There is o n ly  e ig h t o r  ten in the  
c la s s e s .. . .(Parent 3D)
Som e o f  the pupils stated that they preferred the w ay the special schools w ere structured. One
pupil, in case B, expressed his preference for having a post-primary and primary section in
the one school as it meant there was less change in terms o f  teachers and pupils:
A n d  I  like the idea  th a t y o u ’re not changing the sch oo l, y o u  g e t  to  s ta y  in it  
w ith  the tea ch ers  a n d  the sam e p e o p le ... .  (Pupil 2, Group 2B , m ale aged 15)
These findings indicate a perception among participant groups that som e pupils with MGLD  
experience difficulties adjusting to the change in structures between primary and post­
primary mainstream schools. There is evidence to support this view , including M cCauley
(2009), who argues that inconsistencies in structures create challenges for pupils with SEN in 
relation to organisation, curriculum and in personal and social areas.
5 .5 .4  S um m ary o f  fin d in gs in rela tion  to sch o o ls  stru c tu re  a n d  o rg a n isa tio n
The findings in relation to the theme o f  structure and organisation o f  mainstream and 
special schools are particularly relevant to Research Questions 2 and 3. A ll participant groups 
considered the smaller class size and similarities in structure between primary and special 
schools as features which enhanced the educational provision for pupils w ith M GLD who had 
transferred from mainstream to special schools across all cases. H owever, studies, including  
Bennett (1998), suggest that class size is one contextual factor, alongside other factors, 
including curriculum policy and school organisation, which interact w ith teacher and pupil 
characteristics to mediate classroom processes and educational outcom es. The finding that 
participants expressed a preference for continuity o f  structure from primary to special schools  
is supported by the findings o f  other studies which indicate that the majority o f  pupils who  
transfer do so at the end o f  primary school (K elly & Devitt, 2010; Ware et al., 2009).
5.6 Theme 5: Choice
The theme o f  choice emerged across all cases in relation to research questions 1 and 
4, This theme illustrated the role played by professionals, such as teachers and psychologists, 
in the transfer process and is subdivided into two areas, including the decision-m aking  
process and access to mainstream post-primary schools.
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M any parents, across all cases, described how  the decision to transfer their children to
a special school for pupils with MGLD was based on the recommendations o f  teachers and
principals in mainstream schools. This usually happened when the pupil reached the senior
classes in primary schools. It was usually a resource teacher or the principal who first
suggested that parents should consider a placement for the pupil in a special school. Som e o f
the parents, including Parent 3D, indicated that they had not considered a special school
placement for their children until this recommendation was made:
I  h a d  n ever  h ea rd  o f  D  ever  until the p r in c ip a l m en tio n ed  it h ere on the p h o n e  one  
even in g  sh e ra n g  m e a n d  sh e s a id  d o  yo u  kn ow  w h ere  it is a n d  I  s a id  n o t a clue  
. . .  .(Parent3D)
Many parents in case B described how they had been advised to accept, or seek, a placem ent
in a special school from principals and teachers in post-primary schools. Som e, like Parent
7B, described how  this recommendation was made based on the pupils’ performance in
school entrance examinations:
The h ea d m a ster  s a id  when he d id  the en trance exam, he s a id  he w o u ld n ’t keep  up a n d  
he s a id  th a t b y  16  he 'd p ro b a b ly  have left sch o o l a n d  b e  on the street, he c o u ld n ’t  
cope. So th a t ’s  a c tu a lly  w hy w e  d ec id ed  on  B . . . .(Parent 7B)
A small number o f  parents were told that their children could be excluded from classes as
they would not be able to access the curriculum in post-primary schools. Parent 2B described
how she w as sum moned to the post-primary school after her son had started and asked to
consider an alternative placement:
They r e a liz e d  th a t th ey  ju s t  c o u ld n ’t  ca ter f o r  him. So  th a t ’s  why, a p a r t fro m  w o rry in g  
a b o u t him, sh e  c a lle d  m e in to  see  i f  there w as a n yth in g  e lse  I  c o u ld  d o  f o r  him, g e t  
him tra n s fe r re d so m e w h e re ... .(?  exeat 2B)
Parent 1A was told that w hile her child could enrol in the school, she would probably be  
excluded from participating in the curriculum due to her learning difficulties:
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So w e  w en t to  the m ainstream  sch oo ls an d  w e  sp o k e  to the p r in c ip a l a n d  he s a id  th a t 
w here he w o u ld  b e  w elcom e to have her but, a cco rd in g  to  h er  a ca d em ic  r e c o rd  she  
w ouldn 't b e  a b le  to  s i t  Junior C ert o r  an yth in g  like that a n d  he a lso  fe lt ,  he  was o f  the  
opinion, th a t sh e m igh t end up in the office w ith  the sec re ta ry  a n d  that, d o in g  little  
jo b s , y o u  know  ....(Parent 1A)
For som e parents, the recommendation o f  placem ent in a special school came from a
professional outside the school, including psychologists, or other agencies involved in the
assessment and intervention process. Parent 5A was among these:
I  g o t  him  rea sse sse d  a n d  the sch o o l h a d  reco m m en d ed  a n d  the p s y c h ia tr is t  
reco m m en d ed  th a t he g o  to a  sp e c ia l n eeds school. The m an s a id  . . .h e ’l l  a lw a ys  be  
the bo ttom  o f  the c la ss  in m ainstream  but he ’11 be up s tra ig h t y o u  know, in the top  tw o  
o r  three, in sp e c ia l n e e d s .... (Parent 5A)
Two parents, including Parent 6B, stated that they had been refused a place for their children
in post-primary schools due to the pupils’ SEN:
I  w a s  try in g  to  keep  her local. I  w a n ted  to  keep her in m ainstream . I  d idn  ’t w a n t a
sp e c ia l sch oo l. I  tr ie d  one in K  bu t they  s a id  no, th ey  didn  7 take sp e c ia l n eeds
c h ild ren .. ..(Parent 6B)
Principals and teachers in the special schools suggested that m ost referrals o f  pupils to the
school came directly from mainstream schools or psychologists. This usually happened when
pupils were in the senior end o f  primary, although principals stated that pupils were
sometim es referred at an earlier stage. Teacher 2B agreed that m ost pupils transferred at the
end o f  primary school based on the recommendation o f  teachers and psychologists:
A lo t o f  them  tra n sferred  ju s t  a fter sixth class. I t w a s  on a  recom m endation , th ey  
w e r e n ’t  k eep in g  up in prim ary . The teach ers fe lt ,  a n d  o b v io u sly  the p sy c h o lo g is ts  fe lt ,  
that th ey w o u ld n ’t  h a ck  it a s  such in a  m ainstream  p o s t-p r im a ry  sch o o l so  they w ere  
reco m m en d ed  to  com e h e r e ... .  (Teacher 2B)
Principal B suggested that professionals, including teachers, principals, psychologists or 
social workers were more involved with the transfer process where it was considered that 
parents were reluctant to instigate the process o f  transfer o f  pupils to the special school:
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I  think th a t teach ers a n d  p sych o lo g is ts  have m ore inclined, o r  even  so c ia l w orkers are  
in c lin ed  to  d o  it i f  they think p a ren ts  a re  re lu ctan t o r  h avin g  d ifficu lties m aking that 
k in d  o f  c o n ta c t... .(Principal B)
Not all mainstream principals, or teachers, at primary and post-primary levels stated that they
had made recommendations to parents to seek placement for a pupil in a special school. One
principal o f  a primary school said that they advised, rather than recommended, that the
special school was the best placement for a pupil:
T h e y ’d  lo o k  f o r  ou r a d v ice  an d  in that co n versa tio n  the id ea  o f  a  sp e c ia l sch o o l m ight 
co m e up. They m ay ra ise  it in itia lly  o r  so m etim es the sch o o l m ig h t p u t  it  th ere  as an  
op tion . . . .  Principal mainstream primary 2 A
One principal o f  a primary school in case A  suggested that the recommendation o f  a
placement in a special school for pupils with M GLD w as only made to parents who were less
likely to oppose such a recommendation:
G en era lly  th e ir  d esire  w o u ld  be  to  sen d  them  to a m ain stream  sec o n d a ry  sch o o l an d  
g en e ra lly  it w ou ldn  t be recom m en ded  i f  it w a s  f e l t  the p a r e n t w o u ld  be a g a in st 
i t . . ..(Principal mainstream primary 1 A)
W hile principals o f  post-primary schools stated that they would not refuse to enrol a pupil on
the basis o f  SEN, one principal o f  a post-primary school in case A  suggested that some
principals were reluctant to enrol pupils i f  they felt that the school did not have adequate
resources to support pupils, especially where behavioural difficulties were involved:
You se e  the w h o le  id ea  is tha t y o u  don't w a n t to  g e t  the nam e o f  tak ing  p e o p le  in ju s t  
to ex p e l them  a fterw a rd s because o f  the b eh a v io u ra l p a tte rn s  o r  b eca u se  o f  em otion a l 
difficu lties  th a t y o u  m ay n o t be a b le  to  co p e  w ith  in the sch oo l. ....(Principal 
mainstream post-primary A)
In response to questions about the decision to com e to the special schools, the majority o f  
pupils indicated that it had been their parents’ decision to send them  to their present school. 
M ost pupils, including Pupil ID , stated that they had been told by  their parents that they were 
going to the special schools:
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W hy did you pick Case D?
B a sic a lly  I  th ink m y m other d id  th a t... .(Pupil ID , male, aged 14)
Only two pupils indicated that they had made the decision to transfer with their parents. Pupil 
2A  was one o f  these:
We cam e to v is it  the sch o o l to  see  w hat it w a s  like a n d  then m e an d  m om  sa t do w n  
a n d  ch a tted  a b o u t the sch o o l an d  I  sa id  I  f e e l  f in e  a b o u t g o in g  to  th is sc h o o l a n d  then  
sh e  ra n g  the sch o o l a n d  sa id  is R  g o in g  to  the sch o o l a n d  they  s a id  ye s . So I  w a s  
rea lly  h a p p y  th e n ....(Pupil 2A , female, aged 13)
Pupil 3C suggested that the decision to transfer to the special school was m ade by her
teachers in mainstream primary school:
R: W hy did you com e to this school?
P 3 :...m m m ...c o s  1 w a s  sen t here.
R: W ho sent you here?
P 3: th e  tea ch ers  in (n ational school)
R: What did they say?
P 3 : 1  don  Y know  b u t they to ld  m y mum a n d  so  I  cam e here th e n . .. .(Pupil 3C, fem ale, 
aged 15)
Only one pupil referred to the refusal on the part o f  mainstream schools to enrol pupils with
SEN:
Som e o th er  sch ools, i f  th ey have learn ing difficu lties, they  ju s t  s a y  g o  a w a y  (Pupil
1A, fem ale, aged 13)
The finding that som e pupils with MGLD were reported by participants as having  
experienced difficulties gaining access to mainstream post-primary schools echoes the 
findings o f  a study by Kenny et al. (2005) on access for pupils w ith GLD and D ow n  
Syndrome. More recently, Armstrong et al. (2010) found that parents o f  pupils with com plex  
needs reported difficulties gaining access for their children to mainstream schools.
The findings presented in relation to the theme o f  choice are relevant to Research 
Questions 1 and 4. A  recommendation from a professional including principals, teachers and 
psychologists w as cited by  many parents as a key factor influencing the decision to transfer a 
pupil from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils w ith M GLD. W ith regard to the 
role played by parents, pupils and professionals in the decision-m aking process, the findings 
clearly indicate that m any parents adopted a subordinate role in this process and that the 
majority o f  pupils were not involved in decision-making in relation to their educational 
provision.
The finding that parents played a subordinate role to professionals with regard to the decision  
to seek adm ission for their children in special schools echoes the findings o f  K elly and 
D evitt’s (2010) study o f  the transfer o f  pupils from mainstream to special schools in Ireland. 
In addition to this, the findings o f  the current study also indicate that som e pupils were 
reported to have been refused access to post-primary schools on the basis o f  their SEN, and 
that this was more likely to happen i f  pupils had com plex needs including SEBD. These  
findings are supported by an audit o f  enrolment policy  (DES, 2007), w hich indicates w ide  
variations in the number o f  pupils with SEN enrolled in post-primary schools.
5.7 Theme 6: Transition to special schools
The transition from mainstream schools to the special schools was a difficult one for 
som e pupils and parents. Principals and teachers in all cases described how  the schools 
endeavoured to make this process as easy as possible for pupils. D espite this, it took som e  
pupils a considerable tim e to com e to terms with the fact that they were in a special school. 
Som e parents also reported that they found the transition difficult. Stigm a was a sub-them e 
here and the findings in relation to this are presented follow ing the participants v iew s on
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experiences o f  the transfer to special schools for pupils with MGLD.
5.7 .1 P u p ils  experien ce  o f  the transfer p ro c e s s
Principals and teachers in special schools across all cases described the difficulties
experienced by m any pupils in the transfer from mainstream schools. These difficulties
included acceptance o f  being in a special school, being separated from their friends in
mainstreams schools and adjusting to a new routine in the special schools. Teacher 2A
described som e o f  these difficulties in relation to one pupil who transferred:
H e ca m e in a t  14  a n d  rea lly  he h ad  a very  d ifficu lt a d ju stin g  tim e to th is sch oo l. I t  
w o u ld  a p p e a r  in h is o th er school, he kn ew  he cou ldn 't co p e  w ith  the a ca d em ic  
p ro g ra m m e, the curricu lum , so  he becam e the h e lp er  in the school, the gofor. So he  
w as a llo w e d  to  do  a ll  the jo b s  in the school, h e lp  everyo n e out, tha t w as h is role. H e  
fo u n d  it so  d ifficu lt to  be  p a r t  o f  a  sm a ll g ro u p  w ith  on ly 11 o r 12 in the c la ss  h a vin g  
to open  a  book, h aving  to  have a pen , p en cil, he ju s t  cou ldn 't u n d ersta n d  w h y w e  
w ou ld  m ake him  learn  an yth in g ..,. (Teacher 2A)
Parents o f  pupils who experienced difficulties adjusting to the special schools indicated that 
pupils were initially upset that they weren’t staying in mainstream schools with their friends 
and peers. Parent 7B described how  her son begged her to allow  him enrol in the local post­
primary schools with his peers:
The o n ly  th in g  he w a s on a n d  on abou t w a s  he w a n ted  to  g o  to  the lo c a l seco n d a ry  
school, the com m u nity  co lleg e  - 1 w a n t to g o  to the com m unity co llege , I  w a n t to  g o  to  
the com m u nity  co lleg e  — bu t that certa in ly  w asn  Y an o p tio n  Parent 7B
W hile all pupils stated they liked being in their present schools, som e, including Pupil 2A ,
did mention difficulties accepting the separation from their peers in mainstream schools.
I  lik ed  m y o ld  sc h o o l best. I  h a d  m ore fr ien d s  there a n d  I  rea lly  m iss m y o ld  f r ie n d s .. ..  
(Pupil 2A , fem ale, aged 12)
The finding that pupils experience difficulties adjusting to the transition from mainstream to 
special schools was also highlighted in a recent study by K elly  and Devitt (2010). However,
it is worth noting that there is evidence to suggest that m any pupils, both with and without 
SEN, experience difficulties with transition from one school to another. Sm yth’s (2004) study 
o f  pupils’ experiences o f  the transition from primary to post-primary schools found that one 
in six pupils take longer than a month to settle in a post-primary school and that pupils who 
have a negative self-concept experience greater transition difficulties.
5 .7.2 D ifficu lties  ex p erien ced  b y  p a ren ts  in the tra n sfer p r o c e s s
Parents, who described the difficulties they experienced in com ing to terms with the
realisation that their children would not be continuing their education in mainstream schools,
spoke about the process o f  accepting the permanence o f  their children's learning difficulties.
Parent 1A  was one o f  these:
I t w as a lso  a t  th a t s ta g e  w e h a d  to a cc ep t h er con d ition  a s it w as a n d  yo u  know  I  f e l t  
th a t i f  w e  d id n 't a ccep t it then a n d  d ea l w ith  it a n d  m ove on, i t  w as a  b ig  k ind  o f  
c ro ssro a d s  f o r  us a l l . ... (Parent 1 A)
Som e parents also spoke o f  their worries that their children would m im ic behaviours o f  pupils
who had more severe learning disabilities. For som e parents, including Parent 4D , this
process o f  m aking the decision to transfer their child was very difficult and stressful:
O ne o f  th ings that u sed  to  b o th er  m e w a s  that J  m ig h t m im ic o th er  k ids w ho h ad  
p ro b le m s  a n d  I  don 't w ant him d o in g  that befo re  he ca m e h ere I  h a d  this p erc ep tio n  
th a t they w o u ld  be d ro o lin g  in the c o m e r  o r  d o in g  th in gs w ith  the ir hands ....(Parent 
4D )
The finding that som e parents o f  pupils with M GLD reported difficulties in com ing to terms 
with the transfer o f  their children to the special schools is supported by K elly and D evitt’s
(2010) study on the transfer o f  pupils to special schools in Ireland. They also found that 
parents reported the transition to the special school as stressful. The findings highlight the 
need for support for parents and pupils throughout this process.
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The findings presented in relation to the theme o f  transition to special schools are 
relevant to Research Question 4 on the role o f  parents, pupils and teachers in the transfer 
process. The transition is the last stage in this process and the findings indicate that som e  
parents and pupils find the adjustment to being in the special school very difficult. For pupils, 
the separation from their mainstream peers is cited as a part o f  that difficulty. Parents spoke 
o f  the difficulties they experienced in com ing to terms with their children’s learning 
difficulties and also o f  the anxiety they felt in relation to the severity o f  disabilities o f  pupils 
in special schools. These findings are supported by K elly and D evitt’s study (2010) which  
found that parents experienced adjustment difficulties, including acceptance o f  their child’s 
academic ability and anxieties and concerns about the school. Their study also found that 
pupils over the age o f  12 who transferred to special schools experienced adjustment 
difficulties. H owever, there is also evidence to suggest that the transition from one school to 
another can be a difficult process for m any pupils (Smyth, 2004) and these difficulties are not 
unique to those who transfer to special schools.
5.7.4 Subtheme - Stigma
Stigma emerged as a strong theme across all cases. Principals and teachers in special
schools suggested that pupils experienced some teasing outside o f  school because they were
attending a special school. They stated that some pupils would try to hide the fact that they
were attending the school. Teacher 1A  described som e o f  the how som e pupils were reluctant
to be seen on the school bus:
A lo t  o f  them  w o n 't sa y  (A) S pecia l S ch ool they'll o n ly  sa y  (A) o r  w h a te ve r  sch o o l is 
a ro u n d  here, th ey 'll nam e that p a r ticu la r  sch oo l. A lo t  o f  them  don 't s a y  it. The a  lo t o f  
them  h a te  the sp e c ia l buses b ecau se the s p e c ia l bus g o e s  to y o u r  house, so  a  lo t  o f  
kids h ave d e c id e d  I  don 't w a n t yo u  com in g  here, I'll m eet y o u  a t the to p  o f  the road, so  
yeah , it's a  lo t to  take on, yo u  can on ly im agine. ...(Teacher 1 A)
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Parents also referred to the issue o f  stigma. Some parents w ere aware o f  negative comments
that had been made to their children by their peers in the schools and in their local area.
Parent 6B referred to this:
I  su p p o se  f o r  kids, once i t ’s  known as a  sp e c ia l n eed s sch o o l, th e y ’re  g o in g  to  g e t  
s la g g ed , y o u  kn ow  — yo u  ’re g o in g  to  a s tu p id  sch o o l  -  s p e c ia l  n eeds -  y o u  know. I t's  
f o r  them  I ’d  f e e l  b u t f o r  m y s e lf  now, no, th ere  i s n ’t. I t ’s  j u s t  unfortunately, k ids can  be  
c r u e l . .. .(Parent 6B)
One pupil stated that people would think he was thick i f  they knew he attended a special
school w h ile another stated that he was not ashamed to tell people where he went to school:
P S : I  sa y  I'm in a  d ifferen t school. I  ju s t  s a y  I  am  in a  sch o o l in (tow n). I  don 't sa y  it 
P 2 : No, b ecau se it's sp ec ia l  
R: What's wrong with that?
P 2 : B ecau se it's a  sp e c ia l  needs school.
P 3 : B ecau se they think yo u 're  th ick o r  som eth ing .
R: Do you get teased?
P 3: Yeah
P I :  I s a y  I'm here. I'm  n o t a sh a m e d ....(Pupil 1 m ale, Pupil 2 fem ale and Pupil 3 male, 
all aged 15, group 2B)
Pupil 1A  used the word ‘handicapped’ to describe som e o f  the pupils in the special school.
I'm  n o t b e in g  b a d  bu t like I'm  sa y in g  th e re ’s so m e  h a n d ica p p e d  p e o p le  in this 
sch o o l th a t h as to  g o  to this school. I'm  n o t s la g g in g  them  o r  a n yth in g  I'm  ju s t  
try in g  to  sa y  like so m e p e o p le  have learn ing  d ifficu lties . . . .  (Pupil 1 A)
5 .7 .5  Sum m ary o f  fin d in g s  on the su b-them e o f  s tig m a
The findings in relation to the sub-theme o f  stigm a are relevant to Research Question  
4 on the role o f  parents, pupils and teachers in the transfer process. Fear o f  stigmatisation due 
to attendance in special schools was reported as a source o f  anxiety and concern by m any 
parents and teachers in special schools and was referred to by  pupils also. The finding that 
som e pupils attending special schools experience stigma has been highlighted in previous 
studies. N orw ich and K elly (2005) found that pupils with M GLD in special schools
experienced more bullying by peers outside o f  their special schools than was reported by  
pupils in mainstream schools.
5.8 Summary o f findings
The aim o f  this multiple case study was to identify factors which influenced the 
transfer o f  pupils with MGLD from mainstream to special schools for pupils with M GLD. 
The study also investigated commonalties and differences in educational provision between  
the two sectors. The findings indicate that five key factors influenced the transfer process. 
The first o f  these was that the majority o f  pupils who transferred to the four special schools  
had M GLD and additional SEN. A  variety o f  additional needs were identified across cases 
but SEBD was more frequently cited by participants than any other type, or category, o f  SEN. 
The findings indicate a perception amongst teachers in mainstream schools that there were 
greater levels o f  expertise in special schools in m eeting the needs o f  pupils with behavioural 
difficulties whereas the presence o f  these pupils in mainstream classes was reported by  
teachers as being disruptive and time-consuming. H owever, parents and pupils emphasised  
the social isolation experienced by pupils with MGLD in mainstream schools.
The second factor identified in this study was that m any pupils w ith M GLD were reported as 
having experienced difficulties accessing the curriculum in mainstream primary and post­
primary schools. D ifferences in curriculum provision in terms o f  emphasis on life and social 
skills were highlighted between mainstream and special schools b y  all participant groups.
The third factor influencing the decision to transfer was a perception am ong teachers and 
parents that supports and resources in mainstream schools were inadequate and that there had 
been a reduction in resource provision for pupils with MGLD.
The fourth factor identified in this study was the perception, expressed by m any parents, 
teachers and som e pupils, that the school structure and organisation o f  special schools was 
more appropriate for pupils with MGLD than that in mainstream schools with particular
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reference to post-primary schools and class size in mainstream primary schools.
The fifth factor related to reasons for transfer and to the role o f  parents, pupils and teachers in 
the transfer process. This finding indicates that the decision to transfer a pupil to a special 
school for pupils with M GLD was often based on the recommendation o f  professionals, 
including teachers and principals in mainstream schools. For those pupils and parents who 
expressed a preference for placement in a mainstream school, the experience o f  transition to a 
special school was often difficult.
The implications o f  these findings are explored and discussed in the fo llow ing chapter.
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6.1 Introduction
The aim o f  this study was to investigate factors which influenced the transfer o f  a 
cohort o f  pupils from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD. 
Perspectives on educational provision in mainstream and special schools for pupils w ith  
M GLD were also sought in order to identify factors, or aspects o f  provision in mainstream  
and special schools, which influenced the decision to transfer. A s key stakeholders in 
education, the view s o f  parents, pupils, teachers and principals in mainstream and special 
schools were sought. The role o f  parents, pupils, teachers and principals in the transfer 
process w as also investigated in this study, in order to explore issues relating to the balance 
o f  power in decision-m aking. These stakeholders were chosen because they were deemed to 
be central to the transfer process, from the initial recommendation, or decision, to consider 
placement in a special school, to the final transfer. A  m ultiple case study design was chosen  
and four special schools for pupils with MGLD were selected as cases. Perspectives o f  each 
o f  the participant groups on reasons for transfer, educational provision for pupils with MGLD  
in mainstream and special schools and roles played in the transfer process were presented in 
the previous chapter according to themes which emerged in each o f  these areas. In this 
chapter, the findings are further explored and discussed in the context o f  the research 
questions and the theoretical framework which acts as a lens for analysis in this study. A  
reminder o f  this framework is briefly presented below  and, fo llow ing on from this, each o f  
the key findings is discussed.
6.2 Summary of theoretical framework
The findings o f  this study are discussed in the context o f  a theoretical framework 
which reflects the underlying assumptions o f  an interpretative paradigm, nam ely that special
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Chapter 6: Discussion of findings
education is a construction o f  historical and social influences. Tw o theoretical perspectives 
were chosen to construct the theoretical framework which guides interpretation and 
discussion at different levels o f  analysis. M acro-level analysis involves discussion o f  
ideological tensions, or dilemmas o f  difference, in special education. M icro-level analysis 
involves discussion o f  attempts to resolve these dilem mas through the construction and 
implementation o f  policy. Norwich (2008a) highlighted the basic dilem m a in special 
education as being whether or not to recognise, and respond to, differences in three related 
areas including identification, curriculum and placem ent o f  pupils with SEN. In an earlier 
study, Norwich (1993) included a fourth dilemma concerned with the relative influence o f  
professional educators and parents in decision-making about what is to be learned, where 
learning takes place and reported outcomes. This fourth dilem m a is considered to be highly  
relevant in the current study and is included for analysis as the role o f  parents and 
professionals in the decision-m aking process regarding educational provision for pupils with 
MGLD is deem ed to be central to the transfer process.
Attempts to resolve tensions or dilemmas are reflected in the construction o f  policy  in special 
education but this is a com plex process involving discourses w hich interact and often  
compete with one another to achieve dominance. A  number o f  different types o f  policy  
frameworks have been identified (Kirp, 1982; Riddell, 2002) including professional, political, 
legal, bureaucratic, consumerist and managerial. Kirp argued that these policy  frameworks 
represent alternative values and the way policy problems are defined determines how  they  
w ill be resolved. Attempts to resolve dilemmas in relation to educational provision for pupils 
with M GLD have resulted in shifts in dominance betw een different types o f  policy. Policy  
development in relation to educational provision for pupils with M GLD is discussed in the 
context o f  these policy frameworks as part o f  the analysis o f  findings in this chapter.
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6.3 First key finding -  additional needs
The first key  finding o f  this study is that m any o f  the pupils who transferred from  
mainstream schools to special schools for pupils w ith M GLD had additional needs and that 
SEBD was prevalent amongst these. Teachers and principals in mainstream and special 
schools reported that many o f  the pupils with MGLD who transferred to the special schools 
had also experienced SEBD. W hile som e pupils who transferred were identified by principals 
across cases as having behavioural or conduct disorders, for m any pupils, the description o f  
SEBD was based on the observations o f  parents, teachers and principals in mainstream and 
special schools. Teachers, o f  pupils who had transferred due to SEBD in mainstream classes 
in primary schools, described the behaviours as challenging and difficult to cope with in a 
classroom  environment. Som e parents suggested that difficulties experienced by pupils in 
accessing the curriculum in mainstream schools were a contributing cause o f  these  
behaviours.
6.3.1 S u p p o rt f o r  p u p ils  experiencing  SEBD in m ain stream  a n d  s p e c ia l sch o o ls
The prevalence o f  SEBD reported in this study am ongst pupils who transferred to 
special schools for pupils with M GLD, raises questions about the adequacy o f  supports for 
these pupils in mainstream schools. Parents o f  pupils with behavioural difficulties expressed  
dissatisfaction with the level o f  support received in mainstream primary and post-primary 
schools, and som e o f  these parents expressed the v iew  that teachers in mainstream schools 
lacked the necessary expertise required to deal with these difficulties. M ost o f  the mainstream  
primary teachers and principals suggested that teachers in special schools had greater levels  
o f  expertise in supporting pupils with behavioural difficulties than teachers in mainstream  
schools. H owever, this v iew  was not supported by  teachers and principals in special schools 
who suggested that experience in dealing with SEBD, rather than expertise in terms o f
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additional qualifications, was the main difference in terms o f  provision in mainstream and 
special schools. This v iew  is supported by Ware et al.’s (2009) study which found evidence  
that just over a quarter o f  teachers in special schools held special education qualifications at 
diploma level or higher. Som e o f  the teachers in special schools in the current study indicated 
that they also found som e behaviours very challenging but they suggested that high levels o f  
support received from other members o f  staff within the special school were beneficial in 
dealing with these behaviours. W hile this suggests a need for further professional 
development for teachers in both sectors, there is also a need for the developm ent o f  support 
structures within mainstream schools for teachers o f  pupils with SEBD. Concerns in relation 
to com petence am ongst teachers to support pupils with SEBD were raised in a recent review  
o f  practice and outcom es in the education o f  pupils with emotional disturbance/behaviour 
difficulties1 (Cooper and Jacobs, 2011). A  recommendation was made for the establishment 
o f  benchmark minimum standards o f  competence among all teachers o f  pupils with SEBD. 
W hile teachers and principals in mainstream and special schools in the current study 
emphasised the prevalence o f  SEBD amongst pupils who transferred from mainstream  
schools, parents and pupils placed greater emphasis on the social difficulties and isolation  
experienced by  pupils in the mainstream setting.
6.3 .2  S o c ia l iso la tio n  o f  p u p ils  with M ild  G en era l L ea rn in g  D isa b ilitie s  in  
m ain stream  sch o o ls
The findings o f  the current study highlight the impact o f  social isolation on the 
development o f  SEBD in pupils who transfer to special schools for pupils with M GLD. For 
m any pupils, this experience o f  social exclusion began at the m iddle stages o f  primary school. 
This was reported as a cause o f  concern for parents in particular, as m any spoke o f  the effects
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1 Emotional disturbance/behaviour difficulties is the terminology used in Cooper and Jacobs’s (2011) review
o f  social isolation in mainstream schools on their children. Som e parents spoke o f  the 
teasing, or bullying, experienced by pupils and this was referred to by  som e o f  the pupils 
them selves. This finding demonstrates the need to facilitate social inclusion o f  pupils with 
M GLD, particularly as they get older and progress through the mainstream primary school. 
There seem ed to be a sense o f  acceptance from teachers and principals, in both mainstream  
and special schools, that this social isolation was inevitable. There was a suggestion that, 
because o f  the developmental delay experienced by pupils w ith M GLD and the tendency for 
their mainstream peers to mature more quickly, pupils tended to grow apart from each other. 
One principal o f  a post-primary school described a pupil w ith M GLD, who had eventually  
transferred to the special school, as an ‘obvious target for making fun o f .’ This was 
contrasted by  a sense o f  frustration and helplessness on the part o f  som e parents who  
described their experiences o f  having approached schools to seek help for their children in 
relation to social inclusion. For som e parents, the desire to protect their children from being  
socially  isolated was a dominant factor in the decision to seek alternative placement. W hile 
the social isolation o f  pupils with MGLD is not unique to the Irish context (Pijl, Frostad & 
Flem, 2008), the importance o f  having formalised system s o f  social support in schools has 
been recognised as central to the inclusion process (Travers et al., 2010). There is a need for 
mainstream schools at primary and post-primary levels to place a m uch greater emphasis on  
the social inclusion o f  pupils with MGLD and to identify those who are vulnerable to teasing  
and bullying from their peers. Programmes to develop and foster positive relationships and to 
support those experiencing isolation need to be a central part o f  interventions for pupils with  
M GLD, both at an individual level and as part o f  the school curriculum in mainstream  
schools.
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Norw ich (2008a) describes the placement dilemma as whether and to what extent 
pupils with SEN should leam  in mainstream classes. This dilemma was apparent in the view s  
expressed by som e teachers in this study in relation to the SEBD experienced by pupils with  
M GLD who transferred from mainstream schools. Principals and teachers in mainstream  
schools reported that special schools were better equipped to cope with the challenging  
behaviours presented b y  these pupils. This suggests an assumption, on the part o f  teachers in 
this study, that the mainstream system is limited in terms o f  its ability to m eet the needs o f  
these pupils and that alternative placement is necessary in these circumstances. W hen view ed  
in the context o f  the current national policy o f  inclusion o f  pupils with SEN in mainstream  
schools, these findings raise questions about the success o f  this policy to date for pupils with  
M GLD and additional needs. Although the number o f  pupils who transfer to special schools  
for pupils with M GLD is small in proportion to the population o f  pupils with M GLD in Irish 
mainstream schools, the increase in number transferring is indicative o f  failure within the 
mainstream system  to m eet the needs o f  pupils with com plex needs. This is particularly 
evident where pupils with MGLD experience SEBD. In their study o f  the role o f  special 
schools and classes in Ireland, Ware et al. (2009) recommend that special schools should be  
enabled to continue to cater for the needs o f  pupils with com plex needs in the absence o f  
evidence that mainstream schools could provide a better education for these pupils. The 
findings o f  the current study indicate a lack o f  confidence and expertise amongst teachers in 
mainstream schools in terms o f  their ability to m eet the learning needs o f  the pupils with  
M GLD and SEBD who transferred to the special schools.
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6.3.3 Policy dilemmas — the placement dilemma
6.4 Second key finding -  Access to curriculum
The second key finding o f  this study is that m any o f  the pupils w ith M GLD who 
transferred to special schools experienced difficulties accessing and participating in the 
curriculum in mainstream schools. This finding is supported by evidence from K elly  and 
D e v itfs  (2010) study o f  the reasons pupils leave mainstream schools to enrol in special 
schools. The difficulties experienced by pupils in mainstream primary and post-primary 
schools in this area raise a number o f  issues in relation to educational provision for pupils 
with M GLD. The first o f  these relates to differentiation o f  the curriculum in mainstream  
primary schools and the second relates to the need for curriculum reform at post-primary 
level. Due to difference in the nature o f  these issues in primary and post-primary schools, 
they are discussed separately here.
6.4 .1  A cce ss  to  curricu lum  in p r im a ry  sch ools
There was a suggestion from som e teachers in mainstream primary schools that 
content overload and large class sizes made it very difficult for them to differentiate the 
curriculum for the pupils who had transferred to special schools for pupils with M GLD. 
W hile som e studies do present evidence to suggest that low  attainers benefit from small class 
size on entry to school (Blatchford et al., 2003), class size is only one o f  a number o f  factors 
related to educational outcom es for pupils. Other factors include teacher attitudes to teaching 
and learning, classroom  management styles, experience and training (Bennett, 1998). The 
quality o f  teaching is a significant factor in determining educational outcom es and any 
benefit o f  smaller classes for pupils with MGLD can only be realised when factors related to 
pedagogy and classroom management are addressed. G iven the finding o f  the current study 
with regard to difficulties experienced by teachers in m eeting the learning needs o f  pupils 
with SEBD and the perception o f  a lack o f  expertise in this area, it is argued that class size  is
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not the sole contributing cause o f  a lack o f  differentiation and individualisation o f  curricula 
for pupils with MGLD. Som e teachers in mainstream primary schools expressed a view  that 
m any o f  the pupils with M GLD who transferred reached a plateau in terms o f  their learning 
as they progressed through the primary school and that there was very little teachers could do 
when this happened. The explanations provided by teachers reflect two different perspectives 
o f  disability, one which locates the cause o f  difficulty within the child and the other which 
recognises barriers in the environment which m ay contribute to difficulties experienced in 
accessing the curriculum. The suggestion by some teachers that the nature o f  pupils’ learning 
disabilities restricts their ability to access and participate in the curriculum im plies the 
persistence o f  a disability-deficit perspective in relation to SEN. This raises questions with  
regard to categorisation and the influence o f  labelling on teachers’ expectations in relation to 
these pupils.
Parents o f  pupils who transferred to the special schools indicated that difficulties experienced  
by pupils accessing the curriculum at primary level could m anifest at a very early stage 
although, for most, difficulties became apparent in the m iddle, or senior, stages o f  primary 
schools. W hile som e parents referred to the sense o f  frustration experienced by pupils who  
had difficulties accessing the curriculum, others referred to the impact o f  these difficulties on  
the self-esteem  o f  pupils and som e reported that their children described them selves as 
‘dum b’ or ‘stupid’ due to their inability to keep up with their peers.
M any o f  the pupils also referred to their difficulties in primary schools, and for the majority 
o f  pupils, the main reason given for the transfer to the special schools was their learning 
difficulties. Som e pupils described themselves as slow  learners w hile others referred to 
difficulties they experienced with particular subjects areas, with mathematics being m ost 
frequently mentioned. The findings in relation to difficulties experienced by teachers in
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differentiating the curriculum for pupils with MGLD, suggests a need for training and support 
in adapting and differentiating curricula to meet individual learning needs.
6 .4 .2  A ccess  to  the curriculum  f o r  p u p ils  w ith  M ild  G en era l L ea rn in g  D is a b ilitie s  a t  
p o s t-p r im a ry  leve l
At post-primary level, the findings indicate that the majority o f  parents, pupils and 
teachers in mainstream and special schools who participated in this study, perceived the 
curriculum to be inaccessible to the pupils who transferred to special schools. T hese findings 
support the v iew  that the curriculum at post-primary level acts as a barrier to the inclusion o f  
som e pupils with M GLD (NCCA, 2009). W hile only a small number o f  pupils in this study 
attended mainstream post-primary schools, their experiences highlight the failure o f  the 
present system  o f  educational provision to provide a curriculum framework w hich has the 
flexibility in structure and assessment to facilitate the inclusion o f  all pupils. This lack o f  
flexibility and rigidity in structure o f  the curriculum at junior cycle level in post-primary 
schools has been recognised as particularly challenging for pupils w ith GLD (NCC A, 2009). 
Differences were highlighted by participant groups in relation to curriculum provision in 
mainstream post-primary and special schools. An emphasis on life skills developm ent and 
alternative programmes, which provide pupils with an opportunity for certification, were 
features o f  special school provision perceived by m any parents and teachers as more 
appropriate to the learning needs o f  pupils who transferred than the subject-based, 
academically-driven, curriculum in post-primary schools. Alternative programmes were 
offered in the special schools which were considered by m any parents and teachers in special 
and mainstream schools to be more inclusive as pupils could access and participate in these at 
different levels.
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One aspect o f  curriculum provision which was perceived by parents and teachers in special 
schools as m ost important in ensuring successful post-school outcom es for pupils with  
MGLD was work-placement in the local community. M any parents expressed the hope that 
pupils’ em ploym ent opportunities would be enhanced by these placem ents. The importance 
o f  a vocationally-oriented curriculum for pupils with M GLD in determining successful post­
school outcom es has been identified in previous studies, including Hornby and Kidd (2001). 
Many pupils in the special schools expressed a preference for subjects w hich had a practical 
base, such as woodwork and hom e economics. However, there were differences between  
mainstream and som e special schools in relation to view s on curricular provision for pupils o f  
post-primary age.
Only one o f  the special schools offered pupils the opportunity to participate in the same 
curriculum as their peers in mainstream schools. The importance o f  providing pupils with the 
opportunity to participate in the same curriculum as their mainstream peers was emphasised  
by parents and teachers in this case. W hen asked about their school, m any o f  the pupils in this 
case also referred to upcom ing assessments and examinations in relation to the Junior 
Certificate or LCA programmes. In contrast, none o f  the other three schools offered these  
programmes. Inaccessibility o f  content for all pupils and difficulties w ith assessm ent 
structures were cited as the main reasons for not offering the programmes, w ith one principal 
suggesting that it was inappropriate to offer a programme that w as not inclusive o f  all pupils. 
These findings highlight the need for a curriculum which is accessib le to all pupils and w hich  
provides them with realistic opportunities to achieve positive outcom es in terms o f  
certification at post-primary level. The importance o f  providing pupils w ith the opportunity to 
access programmes similar to their peers has been identified in a previous study o f  pupils 
view s o f  their educational provision in a special school for pupils with M GLD in Ireland 
(M otherway, 2009).
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Norw ich (2008) describes the curriculum dilem m a as being about the consequences o f  
having, or not having, a comm on curriculum for all pupils. I f all pupils with M GLD are 
offered the same learning experiences as their peers, there is the possibility that som e w ill be  
denied the learning experiences which are relevant to their needs. I f  they are not offered the 
same learning experiences, then there are issues o f  equity o f  provision. The findings o f  the 
current study indicate that w hile som e special schools offer a curriculum similar to that 
offered in mainstream post-primary schools, others consider this curriculum inappropriate 
and would prefer a more vocationally-oriented curriculum to m eet the learning needs o f  
pupils with M GLD who transfer to the schools. In order to address the dilem m a w hich arises 
between offering pupils the opportunity to access the same curriculum as their peers and 
meeting individual learning needs, a balance is required betw een the vocationally-oriented  
curriculum offered in special schools and the traditional mainstream post-primary curriculum  
in a way that provides pupils with a choice in terms o f  how  this balance is achieved. The 
NC CA (2009) recommends the development o f  a curriculum at the junior cycle stage o f  post­
primary w hich would allow  pupils with MGLD, who experience difficulties accessing the 
curriculum, to achieve a qualification at a level lower than the present Junior Certificate. This 
curriculum framework would incorporate a personalised approach, w ith priority being given  
to developing the personal, social and vocational skills required for adult liv ing  and lifelong  
learning (NCCA, 2009). Each o f  these areas was identified by  principals, teachers and parents 
in this study as key aspects o f  the curriculum offered in the special schools. In his discussion  
o f  the curriculum dilem ma, W edell (2008) warns against the developm ent o f  alternative 
curricula for pupils w ith SEN which he describes as “patch-up” (p. 129) attempts to m eet 
pupils’ needs. It is important, therefore, that any curriculum reform for pupils w ith SEN at
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6.4.3. The curriculum dilemma
junior cycle takes place within the context o f  a broad curriculum framework for all pupils in 
order to avoid the isolation o f  any group o f  pupils in mainstream schools.
6.5 Third key finding — Supports and resources in mainstream and special schools
The third key finding o f  this study is that m any parents, pupils, teachers and principals 
in mainstream and special schools expressed the view  that there were greater levels o f  
supports and resources available to pupils in special schools than in mainstream schools. This 
was a key factor in the decision to transfer pupils from mainstream schools. The GAM  was 
the aspect o f  educational provision which caused m ost dissatisfaction for teachers and 
principals in mainstream schools, while parents had more concerns in relation to a perceived  
reduction in resource allocation, particularly with regard to SN A  support in mainstream  
schools. Inconsistencies in resource allocation between mainstream primary and post-primary 
schools were highlighted by  many parents, principals and teachers. M any parents considered  
the support for pupils w ith the transition from school when they reached the age o f  18 to be  
an important aspect o f  support provided for pupils in special schools. Each o f  these issues is 
discussed separately.
6 .5 .1  G en era l a llo ca tio n  o f  resou rces in m ain stream  p r im a ry  sch o o ls
Teachers and principals in mainstream primary schools were critical o f  the GAM  o f  
resource allocation for pupils with MGLD. There was a perception that the GAM  had 
negative implications and consequences for pupils with M GLD. The first o f  these was that 
pupils were no longer entitled to a specific allocation o f  resource teaching time and 
consequently the amount o f  support received depended on the overall level o f  need in the 
school. Pupils with M GLD were thus seen to be com peting for additional support with other 
pupils in the ^ h o o ls  and this meant that there was less time for individual support. Teachers
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and principals in mainstream primary schools considered the GAM to be inadequate in terms 
o f  the resources available to schools to m eet the needs o f  pupils with M GLD. W hile in the 
past, pupils with M GLD received an allocation o f  teaching hours with a resource teacher, the 
present system  places responsibility on the school to m eet the additional learning needs o f  
these pupils within the schools’ existing general resource allocation. The view s expressed by 
teachers and principals in this study suggest that the transition to this new  system  has been  
challenging for som e schools.
The second im plication o f  the GAM , highlighted by teachers and principals in mainstream  
and special schools, is that pupils were less likely to be referred for psychological 
assessm ents in primary schools, as an outcome o f  M GLD from assessm ents m ade no 
difference to the school in terms o f  extra resource allocation. This has implications for pupils 
leaving mainstream primary schools as access to resources at post-primary level are still 
allocated according to category o f  disability. This raises an identification dilem m a in relation 
to resource allocation for pupils with MGLD in mainstream primary schools.
6 .5 .2  Iden tifica tion  d ilem m a
The policy o f  general allocation o f  resources in relation to educational provision for 
pupils with M GLD in mainstream primary schools m ay be view ed positively as it allow s 
schools to allocate resources without labelling pupils as having a learning disability and thus 
avoid the negative social implications attached to labelling (Ho, 2004). The problem, or 
dilemma, associated with labelling and categorization is that it reinforces differences that 
may lead to stigmatization (Norwich, 2008a). Although none o f  the pupils in the current 
study referred to them selves as having M GLD, they used other labels including ‘slow  
learner’, ‘handicapped’ and ‘special needs’ when asked about the reasons pupils attend 
special schools. It is clear from these labels that pupils perceive a difference betw een
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them selves and their mainstream peers and that this difference is related to learning 
difficulties. There would appear to be no justification for categorisation o f  pupils as having 
M GLD in mainstream primary schools as this does not lead to any benefit in terms o f  
resource allocation and it m ay help to avoid the negative consequences o f  labelling for pupils 
who perceive them selves as different to their peers. H owever, the decision not to allocate 
specific and predetermined resources to pupils with M GLD raises issues about equity o f  
provision as pupils are left to rely on the professional judgem ent o f  teachers in relation to the 
amount, and type, o f  resource allocation they receive in primary schools. This decision  
reflects a shift in terms o f  policy from one w hich was dominated by rights-based and 
bureaucratic policy  frameworks to a dominant professional framework which operates by 
applying professional judgem ent (Riddell, 2002). Before the introduction o f  the GAM , 
professionals, who were predominately psychologists, had the power to decide who should 
receive a categorisation o f  MGLD and all those within this category had the same 
entitlement, in terms o f  resource allocation, reflecting a bureaucratic framework based on 
consistency and accuracy. W hile this type o f  framework m ay appear the m ost equitable, it 
lacked the flexibility  w hich has been afforded to schools by the GAM . H owever, the current 
m odel o f  resource allocation has resulted in a dominant professional policy  framework as 
each school decides on the amount and type o f  support allocated to pupils with M GLD. A  
system o f  allocation w hich relies on professional judgem ent also assumes expertise on the 
part o f  professionals involved (Kirp, 1982). In the current study, som e teachers and principals 
in mainstream schools expressed the view  that teachers in special schools had greater levels  
o f  expertise than those in mainstream schools. Parents, teachers and principals in special 
schools were also critical o f  support received by pupils w ith M GLD in mainstream classes. 
These findings are supported by those o f  previous studies which question the level o f
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expertise o f  teachers in the area o f  SEN in mainstream primary schools (O ’Gorman & Drudy, 
2010; Shevlin et al., 2008).
6.5 .3  R eso u rce  a llo ca tio n  in m ainstream  p o s t-p r im a ry  sch o o ls
W hile a policy o f  general allocation has been in place in mainstream primary schools  
since 2005, pupils with MGLD are still allocated supports based on category o f  need in 
mainstream post-primary schools. The lack o f  consistency in relation to allocation and the 
need to reapply for resources was criticised by principals in post-primary schools in the 
current study. For m any parents, uncertainty in relation to access to resources in post-primary 
schools influenced the decision to transfer pupils to special schools. W hile on ly  a small 
number o f  parents in this study had children who transferred from mainstream post-primary 
schools, those that had, expressed disappointment at the level o f  resources received in post­
primary schools. These findings suggest that the lack o f  consistency in policy  with regard to 
resource allocation for pupils with MGLD at primary and post-primary levels creates 
difficulties for pupils with MGLD, their parents and teachers with regard to educational 
provision.
The lack o f  consistency between allocation in primary and post-primary schools represents 
conflicting policy  frameworks in relation to educational provision for pupils w ith M GLD. At 
primary level, a dominant professional policy framework confers responsibility and pow er in 
relation to resource allocation on teachers. However, a dominant bureaucratic framework still 
persists at post-primary level whereby resource allocation is predetermined based on a system  
o f  categorization. The findings o f  the current study highlight the concern and anxiety caused  
by uncertainty and inconsistencies in resource allocation at post-primary level, particularly 
for parents o f  pupils w ith MGLD. The increase in numbers o f  pupils transferring to special 
schools at the age o f  12 and over (K elly & Devitt, 2010) suggests that the concerns expressed
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by participants in the current study are a key factor in the decision to transfer pupils to special 
schools for pupils with MGLD.
6 .5 .4  SNA su p p o r t in m ainstream  a n d  sp e c ia l sch o o ls
The findings o f  this study highlight a perception amongst parents and teachers in 
mainstream that special schools received a greater allocation o f  SN A  support than 
mainstream schools. M any parents cited the lack o f  SN A  support and the fear o f  cutbacks in 
this area as a reason for choosing the special schools. Despite the perception o f  a greater 
allocation o f  SN A support in special schools, the criteria for allocation o f  SN A s is the same 
in both mainstream and special schools, with the exception o f  an allocation o f  one SN A  for 
every four classes in special schools for pupils with MGLD.
The level o f  SN A allocation among the four case study schools was similar. The smallest 
school, with an enrolment o f  40 pupils had the same allocation o f  SN A  support as the largest 
school, with an enrolment o f  137 pupils. Both had an allocation o f  13 SN A s. This suggests a 
high level o f  care needs2 in relation to pupils attending the smaller school. W hile there is no 
statistical data with regard to the prevalence o f  care needs amongst pupils in the special 
schools in this study, the principal o f  one o f  the larger special schools indicated a that there 
was a significant minority o f  pupils without a diagnosed additional need attending the school. 
The principals and teachers in the larger special schools also indicated that m any pupils came 
from low socioeconom ic status backgrounds and there is evidence from other studies which  
indicates that such pupils are overrepresented in the categories o f  SEBD and M GLD (Dyson  
& K ozleski, 2008).
2 The type of care needs which may warrant SNA support are defined by the DES (2002) as including a 
significant medical need, a significant impairment of physical or sensory function or where behaviour is such 
that the pupils are considered a danger to themselves or to other pupils.
6.5 .4 .1  D ifficu lties  a risin g  fro m  SNA su p p o r t in m ainstream  sch o o ls  
W hile the findings o f  the current study highlight the importance attached to SN A  
support by  m any parents and teachers, there was also a v iew  expressed, particularly by  
teachers in special schools, that som e pupils were overly dependent on SN A  support in 
mainstream schools to the extent that it inhibited their social development. There was a 
suggestion that social interaction with peers and the developm ent o f  independence were 
inhibited by the constant presence o f  an adult. One pupil who transferred from a mainstream  
primary school described her SN A  as her best friend w hile she was in the primary school. 
Resentment o f  a constant SN A  presence was an issue for older pupils and this was reported 
by teachers in special schools. Problems relating to over dependency and social isolation o f  
pupils in relation to SN A  support have been identified in previous studies (Groom, 2006; 
Vincett, Cremin & Thomas, 2005). The findings o f  the cunent study highlight the need for 
greater clarity in relation to the role o f  the SNA and training for teachers and SN A s in order 
to prevent the social isolation o f  pupils who receive SN A  support.
6 .5 .5  P o s t-sch o o l ou tcom es f o r  p u p ils  w ith  M ild  G en era l L ea rn in g  D isa b ilitie s  
The issue o f  post-school outcomes for pupils with M GLD was raised in relation to 
support for pupils with the transition from special schools when they reached the age o f  18. 
M any parents in this study referred to the support provided by the special schools in finding  
placem ents for pupils in training centres, or employment, when it came to the tim e to leave  
the special schools. One o f  the principals o f  a post-primary school suggested that this type o f  
support was outside the remit o f  mainstream schools and agreed that pupils would benefit 
from this type o f  support in a special school. The role played by special schools in co­
ordinating the transition for pupils with MGLD to vocational and rehabilitative training has 
been identified in a previous study on post-school outcom es for pupils with M GLD (Fahey,
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2007). The findings o f  the current study support the v iew  that pupils with M GLD receive this 
type o f  support in special schools and that the need for this type o f  support for pupils, through 
the development o f  transition programmes in mainstream post-primary schools, is warranted.
6 .5 .6  D ilem m a s o f  difference
The findings discussed in relation to resources and supports for pupils with MGLD in 
mainstream and special schools highlight two dilemmas o f  difference. A  dilem ma o f  
identification is evident in policy relating to resource allocation for pupils with MGLD. 
W hile identification, through categorization, is no longer required in mainstream primary 
schools due to a policy  o f  general allocation o f  resources, confusion and uncertainty with  
regard to entitlement highlights the policy dilemma here. H owever, inconsistencies 
highlighted between allocation in primary and post-primary schools does not help in the 
resolution o f  this dilem ma but m erely results in conflicting policy  frameworks and 
demonstrates a lack o f  clear policy direction.
The other dilem m a identified in relation to the third finding o f  this study is a dilemma o f  
placement. Norw ich (1993) describes the dilemma o f  placem ent as whether, and to what 
extent, pupils with disabilities should leam  in mainstream classes. Participation in 
mainstream education is a right afforded to all pupils under the terms o f  the Education Act 
(1998) and reflects a policy  o f  inclusion underpinned by values o f  equality and social justice. 
However, the perceptions expressed by parents, pupils, teachers and principals in this study, 
indicates a v iew  that pupils benefit from greater levels o f  supports and resources in special 
schools than in mainstream schools. The findings o f  this study suggest that conflicting policy  
frameworks in relation to provision o f  resources for pupils with M GLD in mainstream  
primary and post-primary schools contribute to this view.
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The fourth key finding o f  this study is that the school structure and organisation o f  
special schools for pupils with MGLD was perceived to be more appropriate for pupils with  
M GLD than that o f  mainstream schools, and this was one o f  the factors which influenced the 
decision to transfer pupils with MGLD to the special schools. The majority o f  parents, 
teachers and pupils who referred to difficulties w ith school structure and organisation did so 
in relation to mainstream post-primary schools. A m ong the difficulties highlighted in the 
current study was the increase in number o f  classes linked to individual subjects, movement 
from one class to another after relatively short periods o f  time and difficulties experienced by  
pupils with organisational skills in negotiating a busy timetable. The physical layout o f  som e  
post-primary schools was also identified as a problem by som e parents and pupils. Many 
parents and teachers in the special schools suggested that the similarity in structure between  
special and mainstream primary schools provided pupils with a greater sense o f  structure and 
continuity. One pupil suggested that it would be easy to get lost in a post-primary school 
w hile som e parents indicated that they would fear for the safety o f  their children in the large 
post-primary schools.
The finding that the transition from mainstream primary to post-primary schools creates 
many difficulties for pupils with MGLD echoes the findings o f  M cC auley’s (2009) study on 
the transition o f  pupils with SEN. However, it is worth noting that Sm yth’s (2004) study o f  
the transition from mainstream primary to post-primary schools in Ireland found that feelings 
o f  anxiety are com m on among pupils, with and without SEN, in relation to the transition 
process and that the development o f  induction programmes for pupils can help to ease the 
transition from one school to another. The findings o f  the current study indicate that such 
induction programmes are an essential aspect o f  educational provision for pupils with M GLD  
in order to support them in the transition process.
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6.6 Fourth key finding - school structure and organisation
These findings highlight a dilemma o f  placement for som e pupils with MGLD. W hile 
not all pupils comm ented on differences between school structure in mainstream post­
primary and special schools, those that did expressed a preference for the structure and 
organisation o f  the special school. However, the findings indicate that, despite issues relating 
to structure, som e pupils had wanted to transfer with their friends to the mainstream post­
primary school. The provision o f  a base class, with a teacher assigned to that class, provides 
continuity and security to pupils with MGLD and this is required during the transition process 
from primary to post-primary mainstream schools. Smyth (2004) also recommends the 
development o f  student mentor systems as part o f  an induction programme for all pupils 
entering mainstream post-primary schools.
6.7 Fifth key finding - choice
The fifth key  finding o f  this study relates to the issue o f  choice. M any parents 
indicated that the decision to transfer pupils with MGLD from mainstream schools to special 
schools for pupils with M GLD was often based on the recommendation o f  a professional to 
do so. The professionals involved were identified by parents in this study as predominately 
teachers and principals in mainstream schools, although a number o f  parents reported that a 
recommendation had com e from a psychologist, or other professionals involved in the 
assessm ent and intervention process. M any o f  the parents who received recommendations 
from professionals indicated that placement in a mainstream primary, or post-primary school, 
w as their preferred choice for their children. Som e parents reported that they had never heard 
o f  the special schools before it was mentioned by a teacher or other professional. For other 
parents, the decision to transfer their child to a special school was based on their inability to 
secure a placem ent in a mainstream post-primary school. W hile only a small number o f
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parents indicated that a mainstream post-primary school had refused to enrol their child, more 
parents reported that they were encouraged by principals, or teachers, in post-primary schools 
to seek alternative placem ent following the poor performance o f  their children on school 
entrance examinations. This finding is supported by  those o f  previous studies (e.g., Shevlin et 
al., 2005) which have highlighted difficulties experienced by  parents o f  pupils w ith SEN with 
regard to access to mainstream schools.
6.7.1 The p a ren t-p ro fe ss io n a l dilem m a
The view s expressed by parents in relation to this issue highlight the subordinate role 
played by som e parents in the decision-making process relating to educational provision for 
pupils with M GLD. These findings highlight a dilem m a o f  difference with regard to parent- 
professional influences in this decision-making process. One principal referred to ‘deciding 
what is best for them ’ in reference to pupils with M GLD who had transferred in the past, 
w hile another stated that the recommendation to transfer a pupil to a special school would be 
made to som e parents but not others ‘i f  it was felt the parent would be against it.’
N orw ich (1993) included the parent-professional dilem m a in his study o f  professionals’3 
view s on ideological dilem m as in special education. The findings o f  his study revealed that 
the parent-professional dilem ma was not recognised by  participants. Based on the findings o f  
the current study, it is suggested that the parent-professional dilem m a is evident in the 
subordinate role played by m any parents in the decision-m aking process. The findings 
illustrate that the balance o f  power in this process was weighted in favour o f  professionals 
involved. Further evidence for this assertion can be found in the descriptions by principals in 
special schools o f  the transfer process. Each o f  the four principals involved in this study
3 The professionals in Norwich’s 1993 study included teachers in mainstream and special schools, advisory 
teachers and support staff (psychologists and specialist teachers) in Pennsylvania, USA and Northampton, 
England (Norwich, 2008a).
indicated that the majority o f  pupils who transferred from mainstreams schools were referred 
to the school by psychologists, or principals, o f  mainstream schools.
Similarly, many pupils in this study indicated that they would have liked to remain with their 
peers in mainstream schools. Som e pupils stated that they still m issed their friends in the 
mainstream school. Only a small number o f  pupils stated that they were consulted by their 
parents regarding the decision to transfer to a special school and m any parents indicated that 
their children w ere initially unhappy with the decision to transfer. W hile many pupils 
indicated that they were happy being in the special schools, som e o f  the pupils admitted to 
experiencing difficulties adjusting to being in the special school fo llow ing transfer. For som e  
pupils these difficulties were attributed to teasing from their peers outside o f  the special 
schools. One pupil expressed the concern that he would be considered ‘thick’ because he 
attended a special school.
These findings in relation to the view s o f  pupils on their involvem ent in the decision to 
transfer to a special school, suggest that m any pupils with M GLD also play a subordinate role 
in the decision-m aking process regarding their educational provision. W hile the parent- 
professional dilem m a relates to whether and how parents and professionals can share pow er  
with regard to decisions about educational provision for pupils with disabilities, this dilem m a  
im plies that only parents and professionals are involved in the decision-m aking process. 
Whether or not to include pupils in decision-making processes relating to their educational 
provision creates a further dilemma, which I shall describe as a dilem m a o f  participation. The  
need for pupils with disabilities to be involved in decision-m aking regarding their educational 
provision has been recognised as central to the process o f  inclusion (Kenny, M cN eela, 
Shevlin & Daly, 2000). Similarly, Travers et al. (2010) advocate the developm ent o f  flexible  
and creative approaches to facilitate the participation o f  pupils in all matters which affect 
their educational provision, including the development o f  po licy  and practice which impacts
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on their lives. The dilem ma for professionals and parents alike is the extent to which the 
w ishes and view s o f  pupils regarding their educational provision should influence the 
outcome o f  the decision-m aking process. The findings o f  the current study illustrate the 
consequences o f  a dominant professional policy framework in special education whereby the 
balance o f  power in decision-m aking processes relating to educational provision for pupils 
with M GLD who transferred to special schools was weighted in favour o f  professionals 
involved. The findings also illustrate the lack o f  equity in participation between parents, 
professionals and pupils. W hile recognising the parent-professional dilem ma, the findings o f  
this study provide evidence o f  a fifth dilemma, a dilem m a o f  participation, which is 
concerned with the extent to which pupils with M GLD participate in decisions regarding then- 
own educational provision.
6.8 Summarising dilemmas and policy frameworks
The findings o f  this study have highlighted dilemmas o f  identification, curriculum and 
placement in relation to educational provision for pupils with M GLD. Dilem m as o f  
difference in special education have previously been identified in these three areas by  
N orw ich (1993; 2008a). However, in the current study, a parent-professional dilem m a was 
also highlighted and a fifth dilemma, entitled a participation dilem ma, was added in order to 
acknow ledge the right o f  pupils to have a role in decision-m aking processes relating to their 
educational provision. These dilemmas highlight the increasing professional dom inance with 
regard to policy  in education o f  pupils with M GLD. This is evident in the dominant role 
played by teachers and psychologists in the assessm ent, identification and categorisation o f  
pupils as having M GLD. Where allocation o f  resources reflected professional and 
bureaucratic policy  frameworks in the past, at primary level, the G A M  has seen the 
emergence o f  a dominant professional framework. The difficulties experienced by som e
professionals involved in the implementation o f  this policy  does not bode w ell for pupils with 
M GLD who depend on the expertise and professional know ledge o f  teachers for appropriate 
educational provision. The findings in relation to the subordinate role played by som e parents 
o f  pupils w ith M GLD illustrate the power o f  professionals in deciding where pupils should 
receive their education. W hile parents have the option to appeal decisions made in relation to 
their children’s education, not all parents will avail o f  this service. Tisdall and Riddell (2006) 
suggest that it is usually the more socioeconom ically and educationally advantaged parents 
who are able to ensure their children receive resources when policy gives power to 
professionals to determine need. Legislation, including the Education Act (1998) and EPSEN  
Act (2004), represents a m ove towards a legal policy framework bestow ing rights on service 
users and this is likely to be favoured by parents and advocacy groups (Riddell et al., 2000). 
However, the bestowal o f  these rights privileges those parents who are aware o f  them and are 
in possession o f  the resources to pursue them. The findings o f  the current study indicate that 
many pupils who transfer to special schools for pupils with M GLD com e from fam ilies o f  
low  socioeconom ic status.
If policy  frameworks represent an effort by policy makers to resolve dilemmas o f  difference 
with regard to educational provision for pupils with SEN, and in particular, those with  
MGLD, the very least that is required is consistency o f  policy  across all sectors. Conflicting  
policies in relation to provision at primary and post-primary levels do not serve the needs o f  
pupils with M GLD but only create confusion and uncertainty for pupils and their parents. A  
lack o f  policy in relation to the professional developm ent o f  teachers in the area o f  SEN is 
also a cause o f  concern in the context o f  the emergence o f  a dominant professional policy  
framework.
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This chapter begins with a reflection on the research process. This includes a critique 
o f  the research m ethodology in terms o f  its suitability for this study and its contribution to 
research in the area o f  study. Limitations are outlined and discussed. The second part o f  this 
chapter includes a brief summary o f  findings and the implications o f  these findings for policy  
are addressed. The chapter concludes with some suggestions for further research.
7.2 Reflections on the research process
This study was informed by an interpretive paradigm which also drew on the critical 
hermeneutic tradition. The decision to draw on this aspect o f  critical theory was important in 
the context o f  this study as hermeneutics is described by K incheloe and Berry (2004) as a 
form o f  philosophical inquiry that focuses on the cultural, social, political and historical 
nature o f  research. Critical hermeneutics goes further to acknow ledge issues o f  power and the 
w ay institutions and interests deploy power in an effort to achieve dominance. The choice o f  
theoretical framework w as guided by Clark, Dyson and M illward’s (1998) recommendation 
that any theoretical perspective used as the basis for analysis o f  special education should 
recognise three dim ensions o f  special education. These dim ensions include the com plexity o f  
processes and historical influences which have shaped special educational provision and the 
workings o f  power in its production. The critical hermeneutic approach recognises the 
centrality o f  these dim ensions to the process o f  interpretation. Issues relating to power in 
decision-m aking and policy frameworks were central to analysis in this study. This study 
represents an attempt to contribute to this tradition o f  research by  providing a medium for 
those who are som etim es disempowered in decision-making processes w ith regard to special 
educational provision, to have their voices heard. The findings o f  this research suggest that
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Chapter 7: Reflections, summary and implications
7.1Introduction
som e parents o f  pupils w ith MGLD, and the pupils them selves, played a subordinate role in 
decision-m aking processes. The theoretical framework which guided interpretation o f  their 
perspectives was particularly suited to recognising the com peting values which have made 
the implementation o f  policy  in the area o f  special education problematic.
7.2.1 R eflec tio n s on the th eo re tica l fra m ew o rk
One o f  the basic assumptions underpinning interpretation in this study was that any 
discussion o f  issues relating to inclusion had to identify the values on which it is based and 
recognise the dilemmas which arise when these values appear to contradict one another. For 
this reason, N orw ich’s dilemmatic perspective (1993; 2002; 2008a) was chosen as part o f  the 
theoretical framework, as it is based on the assumption that the social and individual values 
underpinning educational provision create problems in its realisation. This perspective proved 
to be particularly suitable for this study as the findings highlighted dilemmas, not only in the 
areas o f  identification, curriculum and placement, which were also recognised in Norw ich’s 
studies (1993; 2008a), but also in the area o f  parent-professional influences, which was not 
recognised. A  dilem m a o f  participation also emerged from the findings o f  this study in 
relation to the role o f  pupils in the transfer process. Interpretation and analysis was not 
constrained by the use o f  N orw ich’s model as this perspective allowed for the construction o f  
other dilemmas o f  difference. As all observations are interpretive, the reader m ay construe 
further dilem mas which I have not identified from the findings o f  this study.
The choice o f  a theoretical framework at two levels o f  analysis allow ed for a more in-depth 
analysis o f  findings than would have been possible using the dilem matic perspective alone. 
W hile the dilemmatic perspective allowed for analysis o f  ideological dilem mas with regard to 
the values underpinning educational provision for pupils w ith M GLD, attempts to resolve 
dilemmas at a pragmatic level were discussed in the context o f  policy  frameworks (Kirp,
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1982; Riddell, 2002). These frameworks were particularly apt in the context o f  the critical 
hermeneutic approach as they facilitated discussion o f  power and the dominance o f  different 
types o f  frameworks in the construction o f  policy. The emphasis on context in the theoretical 
framework also meant that the choice o f  case study as the strategy o f  inquiry was particularly 
suited to this study.
7.2 .2  R eflec tio n s on the research  design
The decision to focus on the special schools, rather than individual pupils who had 
transferred from mainstream schools, as cases in this study, was taken in order to focus 
attention on the phenom enon at the centre o f  the study in the broad context in which it 
occurred rather than the experience o f  a single individual. This phenom enon was the transfer 
o f  pupils from mainstream to special schools for pupils with M GLD. W hile the aim o f  the 
study was to identify factors influencing this transfer process, the focus o f  attention was the 
experiences o f  individual pupils, parents and teachers in the context o f  educational provision  
in the mainstream and special schools they had attended. This study not only investigated  
reasons for transfer from mainstream schools but also sought to identify aspects o f  
educational provision in the special schools which were perceived by participants to be 
particularly suited to the learning needs o f  pupils with M GLD. Four special schools were 
chosen in order to acknowledge the diversity o f  these schools in terms o f  pupils, size, 
curriculum and supports offered. The focus on schools rather than individuals also facilitated 
the inclusion o f  any parent or pupil in the special schools who expressed interest in 
participation in this study. Parents who did not w ish their children to participate were not 
excluded and pupils w hose parents did not wish to participate were not excluded from  
participation. The inclusion o f  all pupils and parents who w ished to participate contributed to 
the richness o f  the data as this study was concerned with giving voice to the perspectives o f
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parents, pupils and teachers on the reasons for transfer and on educational provision in 
mainstream and special schools.
7.2 .2  R eflec tion s on  the da ta  co llec tion  p ro c e ss
The interview w as the main data-collecting method em ployed in this study. The 
decision to use individual interviews, rather than focus groups, with parents was made after 
the piloting process and this certainly proved much more beneficial not only in terms o f  the 
richness o f  data collected but also for the development o f  a rapport with the participants. It 
also facilitated parents to choose the time and venue for interviews. M ore importantly, for 
som e parents, the interview was the first time they had told the story o f  the circumstances o f  
their children’s transfer and the emotional impact o f  the experience on them and their 
families.
7.2.3 R eflec tion s on d a ta -an a lysis
The number o f  interviews conducted in the course o f  this study generated a lot o f  data 
and a method o f  analysis was required which would assist in the management and 
organisation o f  the data. The use o f  a CAQDAS programme assisted in this regard. W hile the 
coding process was done manually, the use o f  the software meant that every stage o f  this 
process was stored in one place. The main advantage o f  the software, apart from the physical 
management o f  data, was that all categories or themes created w ere linked to the relevant 
supporting excerpts from transcripts. This enables the construction o f  an audit trail whereby 
all themes could be traced back to the supporting evidence in all cases and for all participant 
groups. One o f  the disadvantages was the time that it took at the initial stages o f  analysis to 
learn how  to use the software and this would not have been possib le without som e training 
and support. It is important to note that the software, w hile useful in m anaging the storage
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and organisation o f  data, does not in any w ay lessen the role o f  the researcher in the process 
o f  coding, analysis and interpretation o f  data.
7.2.4 L im ita tio n s o f  research
Every effort was made in this study to include the voice o f  the key stakeholders 
involved in the transfer o f  pupils from mainstream to special schools for MGLD. H owever, 
while drawing on aspects o f  critical theory in an effort to give vo ice  to the view s o f  parents, 
pupils, principals and teachers, this study does not claim to be transformative, or 
emancipatory, in terms o f  empowering any group o f  individuals. Rather, it is hoped that this 
sm all-scale study has given a voice to participants in relation to their perspectives on 
educational provision for pupils with MGLD in mainstream and special schools.
In an effort to portray the differences, as w ell as similarities, between schools, four different 
special schools were chosen to represent differences in terms o f  size, location and 
demographic factors. The participation o f  only one teacher in case D  m ay be view ed as a 
limitation o f  this study, although each group was strongly represented across cases.
W hile the perspectives o f  four participant groups were sought in this study, this is not to 
suggest that other groups (including psychologists, SN A s and other agencies involved) do not 
have information to contribute on the transfer process. H owever, given the tim escale and 
limited scope o f  this study, it was not possible to include representatives from all professional 
and support bodies involved in educational provision for pupils with M GLD. The four groups 
identified in this study were chosen because they were considered to be those m ost directly 
involved in the transfer process. The perspectives o f  teachers and principals in mainstream  
schools were sought but it must be noted that only a small number o f  mainstream primary and 
post-primary schools participated in this study and the view s expressed are not representative 
o f  all teachers and principals in mainstream schools.
A s this study w as qualitative in design, there is a lack o f  statistical data regarding the number 
o f  pupils who transferred from mainstream schools and the types o f  additional learning needs 
experienced by pupils, particularly with regard to SEBD. This information would have 
enhanced the study, in particular with reference to the representation o f  pupils with and 
without additional needs in the special schools.
Given the limitations in scope and timescale, it was only possible to focus on the reason for 
transfer in relation to a very small cohort o f  pupils with MGLD in special schools. However, 
a m ultiple case study design was chosen as it allowed for an in-depth analysis o f  the 
experiences o f  participants in four special schools for pupils with M GLD.
Finally, it is important to note that there are many pupils with M GLD who do not transfer 
from mainstream to special schools and that this study focussed on the experiences o f  pupils, 
as w ell as their parents and teachers, for whom  educational provision in mainstream schools 
was perceived as being inappropriate, or insufficient, to meet their needs. Future research 
which seeks exam ples o f  positive experiences in relation to educational provision for pupils 
with M GLD in mainstream schools is warranted.
7.3 Summary of key findings
The aim o f  this study was to investigate factors influencing the transfer o f  a cohort o f  
pupils with MGLD from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with M GLD. The 
study also investigated perspectives on educational provision in both sectors. The role played  
by the key stakeholders in the transfer process was examined in order to explore issues o f  
power in decision-m aking processes regarding educational provision for pupils with M GLD. 
The findings indicate that there were a number o f  factors influencing the transfer process. 
These included additional SEN experienced by pupils with M GLD, difficulties accessing the 
curriculum in mainstream schools, dissatisfaction with supports and resources in mainstream
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schools and a perception by parents that the school structures and organisation in special 
schools were more suited to the learning needs o f  pupils who transferred. Participants 
identified differences in provision between special schools and mainstream schools in the 
areas o f  curriculum, supports and resources and school structure. Curriculum provision in 
special schools w as perceived to be more vocationally-oriented than in mainstream schools. 
Supports and resources included SN A  support, support with transition from special schools to 
further training and education and teacher expertise. The school structure o f  special schools  
was considered by participants to be more appropriate for pupils with M GLD than in  
mainstream post-primary schools, due to similarities with mainstream primary structures. A n  
examination o f  roles played in the transfer process indicated that m any parents and pupils 
played a subordinate role to professionals involved in decision-m aking with regard to 
educational provision for pupils with MGLD.
The findings highlight dilemmas o f  difference in special educational provision for pupils with  
M GLD, including dilem mas o f  identification, curriculum, placem ent, parent-professional 
influences and participation.
The dilemma o f  identification is highlighted in the tensions that exist between m odels o f  
resource allocation at primary and post-primary levels where on ly  one is based on  
categorisation o f  M GLD. At primary level, the GAM  does not require categorisation for 
allocation o f  supports yet a perception that pupils with M GLD were not receiving appropriate 
level o f  support through this m odel was highlighted in the findings o f  this study.
The curriculum dilem m a is highlighted by the difficulties experienced b y  pupils with M GLD  
who transferred in accessing the curriculum when they were in mainstream schools. These  
difficulties were apparent in relation to curriculum provision in primary and post-primary 
schools. A t primary level, there was a perception that class size  and content overload  
contributed to the difficulties experienced by teachers in mainstream classes in differentiating
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the curriculum to m eet the learning needs o f  pupils. A t post-primary level, there was a 
perception that the curriculum itself, in terms o f  content and assessm ent structures, was 
inaccessible to pupils with M GLD. W hile there is support for perspectives on curriculum  
overload at primary level and inaccessibility for some pupils with M GLD at post-primary 
level (NCCA, 2010a; 2010b), there is little support from previous studies (including Bennett, 
1998; Blatchford et al., 2003) on the relationship between class size and achievem ent in  
primary schools. The need for a vocationally-oriented curriculum was emphasised by m any 
participants including teachers and parents. Pupils also expressed a preference for practical 
subjects at post-primary level.
The placem ent dilem ma is highlighted by the preference expressed b y  m any parents and 
pupils for mainstream placement and the perception that there were greater levels o f  
resources and supports available in special schools. These supports included support from  
SNAs, support for SEBD experienced by pupils and support with transition from special 
schools to further training and education placements. This dilem m a highlights how  parental 
choice in relation to educational provision may be more driven by  pragmatism than ideology  
in relation to inclusion. This has been the finding o f  previous studies, including Runswick- 
Cole (2008) and Frederickson et al. (2004).
The parent-professional dilemma is highlighted by the finding that m any parents played a 
subordinate role in the transfer process to the professionals involved. These professionals 
were m ainly teachers, principals and/or psychologists attached to mainstream schools. Som e  
parents indicated that they had never heard o f  the special schools before the recom m endation  
while others expressed the view  that there were no other options available for their children. 
Teachers and principals in mainstream schools indicated that it w as part o f  their role to advise  
parents o f  options available and that sometimes, the special school was considered to be the 
m ost appropriate placem ent for pupils with MGLD. Som e o f  these teachers and principals
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suggested that a recommendation to transfer to a special school would be more likely  for 
pupils with M GLD and SEBD, especially where pupils presented with disruptive behaviours 
in mainstream schools.
A  fifth dilemma, a participation dilemma, was proposed as a result o f  the finding that m any  
pupils also played a subordinate role in the transfer process. M any pupils indicated that their 
teachers or parents had made the decision to transfer w hile som e parents and teachers in the 
special schools stated that many pupils experienced difficulties adjusting to placem ent in the 
special schools after the transfer.
W hile analysis at m acro-level was informed by a dilem m atic perspective, at m icro-level, 
analysis was concerned with the implications o f  findings at the level o f  policy  with regard to 
educational provision for pupils with MGLD.
7.4 Implications o f findings for policy
The findings o f  this study have implications for policy  with regard to the educational 
provision for pupils with M GLD and in the broader context o f  a po licy  o f  inclusion o f  pupils 
in mainstream schools. These implications relate to the areas o f  resource allocation, 
curriculum and support for pupils with MGLD and additional SEN in mainstream and special 
schools. P olicy implications for pedagogy and teacher education are also addressed. The 
findings also have implications in terms o f  the role o f  parents and pupils in decision-m aking  
with regard to educational provision for pupils with M GLD.
7.4.1 R eso u rce  a llo ca tio n  f o r  p u p ils  with M ild  G en era l L ea rn in g  D isa b ilitie s  
The findings highlight two issues with regard to po licy  in the area o f  resource 
allocation for pupils with MGLD. The first o f  these is the im plem entation o f  the G AM  in 
primary schools, and the difficulties experienced by som e schools w ith this m odel, and the
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second issue relates to differences in resource allocation betw een primary and post-primary 
mainstream schools. The findings o f  this study highlight a perception am ongst principals and 
teachers in mainstream primary schools that the GAM  represented a reduction in the level o f  
support available to pupils with MGLD as these pupils had to share resources with other 
pupils in schools who required extra support. There was a perception that pupils with MGLD  
could no longer receive adequate levels o f  individualised support due to the demands on  
resources in primary schools. In addition to concerns expressed by  teachers with regard to the 
level o f  support available to pupils with MGLD, there was also a suggestion that only pupils 
with significant, or severe, learning difficulties would be referred for assessm ent in primary 
schools as categorisation would be more likely to result in resource allocation for these 
pupils, whereas a categorisation o f  MGLD would not lead to an extra allocation o f  resources 
for schools. The shift to a policy  which gives flexibility to schools to decide on the level o f  
support required by individual pupils represents an effort to resolve dilemmas o f  
identification as pupils can receive support without having to be labelled as having M GLD. 
However, the success o f  any policy depends on local capacity and w ill (M cLaughlin, 1987). 
Capacity includes providing necessary resources, supports and training required by teachers 
and schools in the implementation o f  policy. The level o f  support and training which was 
made available to schools in the implementation o f  the G AM  is questionable and this is an 
area which needs to be addressed i f  this policy is to facilitate the inclusion o f  pupils with  
MGLD in mainstream primary schools. W ill, is described b y  M cLaughlin as the attitudes, 
motivations and beliefs o f  policy implementers and this is determined by the implementer’s 
assessment o f  the appropriateness o f  a policy. This is a concern with regard to current policy  
in primary schools particularly given the view s o f  teachers and principals in this study 
regarding the appropriateness o f  the GAM  for pupils with M GLD. Concerns have also been  
expressed about the capacity o f  the GAM  to cater for the needs o f  pupils w ith M GLD in
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previous studies (e.g., Stevens & O’M oore, 2009). The findings o f  the current study suggest 
an urgent need for evaluation o f  the GAM in terms o f  its capacity to m eet the learning needs 
o f  pupils with MGLD in mainstream primary schools.
The second issue raised by  the findings o f  this study is that inconsistencies in policy relating 
to resource allocation between mainstream primary and post-primary schools have resulted in  
conflicting bureaucratic and professional policy frameworks. This, in turn, causes confusion  
and anxiety for pupils with MGLD and their parents in relation to entitlement to supports and 
the level o f  supports available when m oving from one sector to another. The findings o f  this 
study indicate that this confusion was one o f  the key  factors influencing the decision to 
transfer to a special school for pupils with M GLD as there was greater certainty and a 
perception o f  greater levels o f  resource allocation in the special schools. This highlights the 
need for consistency and transparency in relation to resource allocation for pupils with 
M GLD in the transition from mainstream primary to post-primary schools.
7.4 .2  C urricu lum  a n d  p o lic y  im plica tions
The findings o f  this study have implications for current policy, particularly in relation 
to the proposed curriculum reform at junior cycle in post-primary schools. A llan and Brow n’s 
(2001) study o f  special schools in the UK  emphasises the role o f  the special school in 
preparing pupils for lifelong inclusion, and they present an argument for a 
reconceptualisation o f  inclusion as belonging to a com m unity rather than placem ent in a 
particular school setting. The findings o f  the current study highlight the efforts o f  special 
schools to provide a vocationally-oriented curriculum, which was considered by  participants 
to be more appropriate in meeting the learning needs and enhancing post-school outcom es for 
pupils with M GLD, than the curriculum in mainstream post-primary schools. The curriculum  
in mainstream post-primary schools was considered inaccessib le due to its subject-based and
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assessm ent structure. It is important that the development o f  any new  curriculum framework 
for pupils with GLD is situated within the broader context o f  curriculum reform rather than 
an add-on to the general curriculum in mainstreams schools. The developm ent o f  a 
curriculum which provides a balance between academic and vocational skills, and which can 
be accessed at a level appropriate to the individual needs o f  the learner, is a requirement for 
all pupils, not just pupils who have been assessed as having a particular category o f  learning 
disability. It is also important that any curriculum which is deem ed appropriate in facilitating 
access for pupils with MGLD is available to any o f  these pupils who w ish to access the 
curriculum, regardless o f  school type or designation. A n important consideration in the 
implementation o f  a new curriculum framework for pupils at junior cycle is, once again, the 
capacity and w ill o f  schools and teachers to implement such programmes.
7.4.3. P ed a g o g y , tea ch er education  a n d  p o l ic y  im p lica tio n s
The findings o f  this study highlight a perception that teachers in mainstream post­
primary schools did not have sufficient knowledge or training to m eet the needs o f  pupils 
with MGLD. The findings also highlight a perception am ongst teachers in mainstream  
primary schools that it was very difficult to differentiate the curriculum for pupils with  
MGLD who transferred to special schools. Where teachers experience difficulties in m eeting  
the learning needs o f  pupils with MGLD, then support and CPD is evidently required. There 
are, however, issues with regard to the nature o f  such professional development. There has 
been som e criticism o f  teacher education programmes which reinforce a b e lie f  that specialist 
know ledge and pedagogies are required to teach pupils with SEN. The idea o f  specialist 
pedagogies for pupils with SEN has been challenged by Florian and Rouse (2009), who argue 
that teacher education for inclusion should be concerned with the preparation o f  people to 
enter a profession w hich accepts individual and collective responsibility for improving the
learning and participation o f  all pupils. Difference am ongst pupils is, thus, regarded as natural 
and part o f  the human condition, rather than being associated with a particular group o f  
pupils. Ensuring that teachers understand that teaching strategies which are com m only used  
in mainstream classroom s can be adapted to assist pupils identified as having learning 
difficulties, is one o f  the core tasks o f  teacher education, according to Florian and Rouse  
(2009). This v iew  is echoed by Lewis and N orw ich (2001) in their review  o f  system atic 
evidence concerning distinctive pedagogies for pupils with SEN, where they found no 
evidence to support a distinctive pedagogy for pupils with M GLD. Lew is and Norwich  
advocate the concept o f  a continuum o f  teaching approaches which entails adapting com m on  
teaching approaches based on individual learning needs. Although com m on pedagogic  
principles apply, the nature and intensity o f  application o f  any teaching approach w ill depend 
on individual learning needs. What is required then is a reconceptualisation o f  pedagogy for 
pupils with M GLD as inclusive, rather than specialist, and a reconsideration o f  how  teacher 
education can best prepare teachers to respond to the learning needs o f  all pupils.
7.4 .4  P o lic y  im p lica tio n s f o r  p u p ils  w ith  M G L D  a n d  a d d itio n a l n eeds
The findings o f  this study echo those o f  previous studies (M ale, 1996; Norw ich &  
K elly, 2005) which have found that the majority o f  pupils who transfer to special schools 
experience additional SEN. In this study, SEBD was more frequently cited than any other 
additional need by  parents, teachers and principals in special schools. The prevalence o f  
SEBD amongst pupils who transfer to special schools for pupils with M GLD raises concerns 
about the ability o f  mainstream primary and post-primary schools to m eet the needs o f  these  
pupils. There was a perception amongst teachers and principals in mainstream schools that 
teachers in special schools had greater expertise in catering for emotional and behavioural 
difficulties and that the behavioural difficulties presented by these pupils were disruptive in
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mainstream classes. The findings suggest that the recommendation to transfer pupils with 
MGLD to a special school is more likely to be m ade for pupils with M GLD and SEBD than 
for pupils experiencing M GLD only. This finding echoes that o f  Stevens and O ’Moore 
(2009), who found that more teachers in special schools for pupils with M GLD, than in 
mainstream schools, considered their pupils to have SEBD. The findings o f  the current study 
highlight the need for support and professional developm ent for teachers in m eeting the needs 
o f  pupils with M GLD and SEBD. This includes support in identifying factors that contribute 
to the developm ent o f  SEBD. The need to address the lack o f  com petence on the part o f  
teachers to identify causes o f  SEBD and to provide appropriate support for pupils 
experiencing these difficulties echoes the findings o f  a recent review  o f  best practice m odels 
and outcom es in the education o f  pupils with emotional disturbance/behavioural difficulties 
(Cooper and Jacobs, 2011). The findings o f  the current study also highlight deficiencies with
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regard to the social inclusion o f  pupils with M GLD and the need for programmes which  
facilitate and foster peer relationships in mainstream schools.
7.4 .5  The ro le  o f  p a ren ts  a n d  p u p ils  in d ec isio n -m a k in g  p ro c e sse s
The role played by parents in the transfer process is also a concern in the context o f  a 
dominant professional policy  framework. This was particularly evident in relation to the 
finding that som e parents were discouraged from enrolling pupils in mainstream post-primary 
schools based on the results o f  entrance examinations or psychological reports. This 
illustrates the pow er held by professionals, who engage in a form o f  professional 
gatekeeping, with regard to decisions about access to mainstream schools. Partnership for 
parents in education is a stated policy aim o f  the Government (D ES, 1991) and is  
underpinned by  legislation including the Education A ct (Government o f  Ireland, 1998). 
However, the findings o f  this study indicate that m any parents o f  pupils w ith M GLD assumed
the role o f  client, rather than partner, in decision-making processes relating to their children. 
The findings highlight the need for the development o f  clear policy  and guidelines in relation  
to the role o f  stakeholders in decision-making processes regarding educational provision for 
pupils with M GLD to ensure a greater balance o f  pow er in these processes. The stakeholders 
also include the pupils them selves and the findings indicate a need for greater involvem ent o f  
pupils in decisions relating to their education.
7 .4 .6  D ilem m a s o f  d ifference an d  a p o lic y  o f  inclusion
One o f  the aims o f  this study was to explore the perspectives o f  principals, teachers, 
parents and pupils with regard to educational provision for pupils w ith M GLD in mainstream  
and special schools for pupils with MGLD. The findings identified dilemmas in the areas o f  
identification, curriculum, placement, parent-professional influences and in the participation 
o f  pupils with M GLD in decision-making processes with regard to their educational 
provision. These dilem mas are described as dilemmas o f  difference (Artiles, 1998; Norw ich, 
2002; 2008c) as they represent tensions which arise betw een positive and negative  
conceptions o f  difference. W hile positive conceptions focus on the recognition and 
celebration o f  individuality, there are also negative connotations, which m ay lead to 
stigmatisation.
The findings o f  this study provide evidence that efforts to resolve dilem mas o f  difference in 
relation to educational provision for pupils with M GLD, through the formulation o f  policy, 
have not always proven successful. This was highlighted by teachers in mainstream primary 
schools, in their criticisms o f  policy with regards to resource allocation for pupils with  
MGLD. A s Clark et al. (1998, p. 170) state “Forms o f  provision can be dismantled, but the 
dilemmas out o f  which they arise cannot.”
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How, then, can po licy  address dilemmas in the areas identified in this study, in a w ay that 
facilitates the inclusion o f  pupils with MGLD in mainstream schools? There is a growing 
body o f  opinion, internationally, that policy with regard to educational provision for pupils 
with SEN must be developed as part of, rather than separate or parallel to, provision for all 
pupils (Florian, 2007; Slee, 2008; W edell, 2008). Special education is described by Florian 
(2007), as the process o f  providing something different from, or additional to, that which is 
otherwise available in schools. The findings o f  this study highlight a perception among 
principals, teachers, parents and pupils that the special schools for pupils w ith M GLD could 
provide supports, resources and expertise which were not available to the pupils who 
transferred in their mainstream schools. There is an onus on policy  makers to challenge what 
Florian describes as com placency about what is not “otherwise available” (2007, p. 15) in 
mainstream schools. This is especially important for pupils with M GLD, given the lack o f  
evidence for a distinctive pedagogy for this group (Lewis and Norw ich, 2001). Where there is 
no such evidence, Florian suggests that lack o f  expertise on the part o f  mainstream teachers is 
not a com pelling argument for the need for separate educational provision. Responding to the 
diversity o f  all pupils is part o f  the core business o f  inclusion (U N ESC O , 2005). W hile 
differences betw een pupils must be recognised in order to m eet individual learning needs, this 
recognition applies to all pupils, not just those who are described as having SEN. Recognition  
o f  difference should not lead to any exclusionary practices which, in turn, reinforce dilemmas 
o f  difference in educational provision. Debates around dilem mas o f  difference provide policy  
makers, and all those involved in education, with an opportunity to reconsider thinking and 
practice with regard to special educational provision, in order to im prove the quality o f  
education for all pupils.
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The aim o f  this study was to identify factors w hich influenced the transfer o f  a cohort 
o f  pupils with M GLD from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD. 
The findings build on those o f  previous studies in relation to educational provision for pupils 
with M GLD (e.g., Stevens & O ’Moore, 2009) and the transfer o f  pupils from mainstream to 
special schools in Ireland (e.g., K elly & Devitt, 2010). This study raises issues which are 
worthy o f  further exploration through research in relation to educational provision for pupils 
with M GLD, The first o f  these issues relates to the prevalence on additional needs, including 
SEBD, among the population o f  pupils transferring to special schools. There is a need for a 
database o f  the types o f  additional needs experienced by pupils in special schools which  
indicates the prevalence o f  SEBD among this population.
Resource allocation for pupils with MGLD in mainstream primary schools through the GAM  
was criticised by  teachers and principals in mainstream schools. A s there were a small 
number o f  mainstream schools involved in this study, the findings are not representative o f  
all mainstream primary schools. However, the concerns expressed are worthy o f  further 
investigation on a larger scale which suggests the need for data-gathering procedures which  
w ill elicit information in relation to the efficacy o f  this m odel to cater for the learning needs 
o f  pupils with M GLD. Where there are schools w hich have successfully adapted support 
structures and provision for pupils for MGLD within the framework o f  the GAM , then case 
studies illustrating m odels o f  best practice can be provided to support schools experiencing 
difficulties in its implementation.
A ccess to curriculum at mainstream post-primary level was also an issue raised in the 
findings o f  this study. The perception that the curriculum offered in special schools was more 
appropriate to the learning needs o f  pupils with M GLD suggests the need for research which  
focuses on best practice w ith regard to curriculum provision in special schools. The outcom e
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7.5 Future research
o f  this type o f  research m ay prove invaluable in contributing to the developm ent o f  new  
curriculum frameworks for mainstream post-primary schools at junior cycle. The difficulties 
experienced by  pupils accessing the curriculum in mainstream primary schools and the 
difficulties experienced by teachers in differentiating the curriculum at this level suggest a 
need for research which identifies best practice in facilitating access to the curriculum for 
pupils with M GLD.
7.6 Concluding remarks
The aim o f  this study was to investigate the perspectives o f  teachers, parents and 
pupils with M GLD in relation to their view s on the reasons that a cohort o f  pupils with  
MGLD transferred from mainstream to special schools. Their perspectives on educational 
provision for pupils with MGLD in mainstream and special schools was also sought in order 
to identify similarities and differences in provision between both sectors. W hile current 
policy advocates the inclusion o f  all pupils in mainstream schools, the values o f  equity and 
participation w hich underpin this policy prove problematic when these values seem  to 
compete with one another. Where values compete, tensions or dilem mas arise and the 
findings o f  this study highlight examples o f  these dilem m as in the areas o f  curriculum, 
identification, placem ent, parent-professional relationships and in the participation o f  pupils 
in decision-m aking processes regarding their educational provision.
The construction o f  policy  takes place within the context o f  policy  frameworks w hich reflect 
dominant influences in relation to policy choices, at different tim es, in special education. This 
study identifies inconsistencies in policy with regard to educational provision for pupils with  
M GLD and the findings illustrate how  conflicting policy  frameworks have created confusion  
and uncertainty for pupils and their parents. This, in turn, influences the decision to transfer
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pupils from mainstream to special schools. The need for a clear and consistent policy with 
regard to educational provision is apparent.
Finally, the findings o f  this study highlight the com plexities involved in the realisation o f  a 
policy  o f  inclusion where dilemmas o f  difference arise and the importance o f  recognising, 
and endeavouring to resolve, these dilemmas in the construction o f  future o f  policy.
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Interview schedule -  Principal o f  Special School
A . General Information
1. Number o f  years as school principal?
2. School enrolment number September 2009. Increase or decrease on previous years?
3. Criteria for enrolment in school? Priority?
4. Number o f  these who transferred from mainstream schools? Primary? Post-primary?
5. Number o f  pupils in school aged 4-11?
6. Number o f  pupils in school aged 12-18?
7. Special educational needs o f  pupils in school other than m ild general learning 
difficulties (M GLD)?
8. Number o f  pupils with moderate general learning difficulties?
9. School structure and curriculum provision -  primary/post-primary? Class groupings? 
Number o f  classes? Class size? Curriculum? Certification?
10. Number o f  teachers -  primary/post-primary?
11. Training?
12. Specialist teachers (VEC)? Resource teachers?
13. Number o f  support staff? SNA; HSE
14. Resources? Facilities?
B. Pupils who transfer
1. Average age o f  pupils at time o f  transfer from mainstream?
2. Reason for transfer? (stated before and during process by  mainstream schools, 
parents, other professionals involved etc.)
3. Special educational needs o f  pupils who transferred other than, or additional to, 
MGLD?
4. Who initiates transfer process?
5. Role o f  special school in transfer process e.g. advising parents, schools.
6. Parental expectations o f  special school? O utcom es for their children?
7. Pupil expectations o f  special school?
8. Transition from mainstream to special school — pupils’ experience?
C. D ifficulties experienced by pupils in mainstream primary?
D ifficulties experienced by pupils in mainstream post-primary?
D ifficulties experienced by mainstream schools in m eeting needs?
What can special school offer pupils who transfer?
D ifficulties experienced in relation to pupils w ho transfer?
Appendix A: Interview Schedule Principal Special Schools
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Appendix B: Interview Schedule for Teachers in Special Schools for Pupils with Mild 
General Learning Difficulties
1. What are the reasons pupils leave mainstream and com e to X  School?
2. At what age do pupils generally transfer?
3. Do pupils who transfer have special educational needs other than m ild general 
learning difficulties?
4. What can X  School offer a pupil with mild general learning difficulties who has left 
mainstream?
5. D o you think that pupils who transfer benefit from com ing to X  School? How?
6. Who is involved in making the decision to transfer pupils from mainstream schools to 
X School?
7. Who usually initiates the transfer process from mainstream to X  School?
8. What role does the special school play in the transfer to X  School?
9. What role does the mainstream school play in the transfer o f  a pupil to X  School?
10. What role do parents play in the transfer o f  a pupil from mainstream to X  School?
11. W ho else is generally involved in the transfer?
12. What are the stages involved in the transfer o f  a pupil?
13. H ow do pupils generally cope with the transfer from mainstream to X  School?
14. D o pupils generally maintain contact with their mainstream peers?
15. D o you have regular contact with the parents o f  pupils you work with?
16. Do you have regular contact with other professionals who m ay be involved with the 
pupil?
17. Do you think that the special school is the best placem ent for pupils you work with?
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A. What do pupils consider to be the main differences between the mainstream and the 
special school?
Q u estion s
•  What class are you in?
•  W ho is your teacher?
•  W ho else is in your class?
•  What kind o f  work do you do in your class in this school?
•  Is it hard? What happens i f  you get stuck? D oes anyone help you with your work?
•  What other kind o f  things can you do here? Other than classwork?
•  What do you like best about this school?
•  Is there anything you would like to change?
•  Who are your friends here?
•  D o you see them after school or in holidays?
•  Are you glad you came to this school? Why?
•  W hy did you com e here?
•  W ould you like to go to a different school?
•  W ould you like to go back and visit your old school?
B. What were pupils’ experiences o f  mainstream?
Q u estions
Can you remember the school you went to before you cam e here?
•  Was it a big school or a small school?
•  W ere there boys and girls at the school?
•  Did you like your old school?
•  What did you like best about it?
•  W as there anything you didn’t like?
•  What kind o f  work did you do there? Was it hard? Did anyone help you?
•  Did you have friends there?
•  Are they still your friends? W hen do you see them? D o you  have friends here? Are 
they in your class?
•  Do you see your friends after school; when you ’re on holidays?
Appendix C: Interview Schedule Pupils
C. What was pupils’ involvem ent in the transfer process?
Questions
•  W hy did you leave your old school?
•  W ho told you that you were com ing to this school?
• Did anyone bring you to visit the school? What did you think o f  it?
•  H ow  did you feel about leaving your old school and com ing here?
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1. H ow old is your child?
2. H ow  was your child when he/she transferred to X  School?
3. What were the reasons you sent your child to X  School?
4. W hen did you first realise there were difficulties in relation to your child’s education 
in the mainstream school?
5. D o you think your child has special educational needs?
6. H ow  would you describe these?
7. Were these needs m et in mainstream? How?
8. W hen did you becom e aware o f  the possibility that your child could transfer from the 
mainstream school to X  School?
9. H ow  were you informed about this?
10. D id you consider any other schools?
11. D id you visit or contact any other schools?
12. Did you or your child visit X  School before he/she started attending?
13. W ho organised the transfer?
14. H ow did your child react to the news that he/she w ould be going to X  School?
15. H ow did he/she react to the first visit?
16. D oes your child enjoy attending X  School?
17. D oes your child have friends there?
18. What do you think X  School has to offer your child? Socially, academically?
19. What do you think are the main differences between X  School and the mainstream  
school? (Curriculum, structure, organisation, teaching approaches and supports).
20. What are the benefits to pupils who transfer from mainstream schools?
21. Are there any drawbacks or disadvantages?
22. W hich would be your preferred choice o f  educational placem ent for your child? Why?
23. D o you have any recommendations for post-primary schools in order for them to 
becom e a viable option for pupils with special educational needs?
Appendix D: Interview Schedule-Parents
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K ey Questions
1. Are there pupils with mild general learning disabilities attending this school?
2. H ow  are they supported within the school?
3. The introduction o f  general allocation resulted in pupils with M GLD m oving into the 
category o f  high incidence disability? D id this impact on support for these pupils? 
How?
4. Have pupils with mild general learning disabilities transferred from this school to a 
special school in the past?
5. W hy do som e pupils leave the mainstream primary school and transfer to special 
schools for pupils with mild general learning disabilities (MGLD)?
6. At what age do pupils generally transfer?
7. What kind o f  special educational needs do they have?
8. W ho is involved in making the decision/recommendation that a pupil should transfer?
9. What are the criteria or indicators which influence such a recom m endation/decision in  
relation to a pupil in the school?
10. is there a policy/docum ent which guides this process?
11. W ho usually initiates the process?
12. What role does the mainstream school play in the transfer process?
13. What role does the special school play?
14. Who else is involved?
15. What is the transfer procedure?
16. What can the special school offer these pupils?
17. What are the difficulties in relation to educational provision/inclusion for these pupils 
in the primary mainstream school?
18. What can primary schools do to address these difficulties?
Appendix E: Schedule for Interview (Principal Mainstream Primary School)
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Appendix F: Schedule for teacher’s interview (Mainstream Primary)
K ey Questions
1. Have you worked with pupils who transferred from here to a special school for pupils 
with MGLD?
2. W hy do som e pupils leave the mainstream primary school and transfer to special 
schools for pupils with mild general learning disabilities (MGLD)?
3. At what age do pupils generally transfer?
4. What kind o f  special educational needs do they have?
5. W ho is involved in making the decision/recommendation that a pupil should transfer?
6. What are the criteria or indicators which influence such a recom m endation/decision in 
relation to a pupil in the school?
7. Is there a policy/docum ent which guides this process?
8. W ho usually initiates the process?
9. What role does the mainstream school play in the transfer process?
10. What role does the special school play?
11. W ho else is involved?
12. What is the transfer procedure?
13. What can the special school offer these pupils?
14. Have you ever worked in or visited a special school for pupils w ith M GLD?
15. D o you feel confident in advising parents in relation to the appropriate educational 
provision for pupils with MGLD?
16. What are the difficulties in relation to educational provision/inclusion for these pupils 
in the primary mainstream school?
17. What can primary schools do to address these difficulties?
Appendix G: Interview with principal/deputy principals in post-primary schools
1. Are there pupils with MGLD attending the school?
2. What supports are in place to help pupils with difficulties like M GLD?
• Support teachers
•  SN A
• Other
3. What programmes can pupils access i f  there are difficulties with the Junior Certificate 
programme?
4. What programmes can they access after junior cycle?
5. Have any pupils with MGLD left before com pleting the Junior Certificate?
6. Where did they go?
7. W hy did they leave?
8. At what stage did they leave?
9. Who was involved in the decision regarding placement?
10. Som e parents o f  pupils with MGLD have indicated that they didn’t send their children 
to mainstream post-primary because o f  lack o f  sufficient support. D o you agree with  
this perception?
11. Others have m entioned class size. Do you agree with this?
12. Som e have indicated that they felt safety and supervision would be an issue. What do 
you think about this? (bullying/medical needs/change o f  classes).
13. Do you think there are sufficient resources or supports available to support pupils
with M GLD?
Appendix H: Letter to Board of Management of Special school seeking consent to 
conduct research
January 25th, 2010.
RE: Research Study for Doctorate in Education
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Dear Chairperson,
I am a lecturer in special educational needs in St. A ngela’s C ollege, S ligo and am  
currently a participant on the Doctorate in Education (EdD) programme in St. Patrick’s 
College, Drumcondra. A s part o f  this programme, I am carrying out research in the area o f  
special education during this school year. The research study aims to investigate the reasons 
why pupils transfer from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils w ith m ild general 
learning disabilities. The study w ill investigate the reasons pupils transfer from the 
perspectives o f  principals, teachers, parents and the pupils them selves.
I would be very grateful i f  you would consider allow ing x Special School to be 
involved as a case study in this research project. The research m ethods w ill involve  
interviews with the principal, parents, teachers and pupils. A s this is not large-scale research, 
this study w ill involve no more than four schools in total and no school, or participant w ill be 
named in any draft or final document produced.
Data collection in the form o f  interviews w ill be conducted at the convenience o f  
schools and participants. Interviews with teachers and parents, w ill take approximately 45 to 
60 minutes to conduct. It is hoped that four pupils w ill be invited to participate in interviews 
with the consent o f  their parents/guardians. These w ill also be conducted at the convenience  
o f  the school and w ill take no more than 30 minutes to conduct. Pupils m ust be aged tw elve  
or over, and will be accompanied by a trusted adult, nominated by the school, for the duration 
o f  the interview.
Participation in this study is voluntary and any school or participant has the right to 
withdraw from the study at any stage before its completion.
I would be very grateful i f  you would allow  m e to approach the school principal in 
order to gain consent from potential participants in this research project. I would be happy to 
visit the school to discuss the research process in more detail and answer any questions you
2 2 5








Consent to participate in research study conducted by Pauline Kerins 
Research Title
An exploration of factors influencing the transfer of pupils from mainstream  
schools to special schools for pupils with mild general learning disabilities.
Purpose of research
This research aims to investigate the reasons why som e pupils transfer from  
mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with m ild general learning 
disabilities.
Requirements of Participation in Research Study
Participation includes an interview o f  between 45 and 60 minutes duration. 
Participants include the principal, a selected sample o f  teachers, parents and pupils.
Confirmation that involvement in the Research Study is voluntary
The Board o f  M anagement is aware that participants who agree to take part in this 
study do so voluntarily and may withdraw from participation at any stage before the 
study is completed.
All data w ill be stored under lock and key by the researcher and w ill be destroyed  
after a period o f  ten years.
Participant -  Please complete the following 
(Circle Yes or No for each question).
H a ve  y o u  read , o r  h a d  re a d  to  you , the le tte r  acco m p a n yin g  this co n sen t fo r m  
ou tlin in g  d e ta ils  o f  the research  p r o je c t?
Yes/N o
Appendix I: Consent Form
For the attention o f  the Board o f  M a n iem en t
D o  y o u  u n d ersta n d  the inform ation  p r o v id e d ?
Yes/N o
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H a ve  y o u  h a d  an  o p p o rtu n ity  to  a sk  qu estions a n d  d iscu ss  the s tu d y?
Yes/N o
H a ve  y o u  re c e iv e d  sa tisfa c to ry  answ ers to  a l l  y o u r  q u estio n s?
Yes/No
I have read and understood the information in this form. Therefore, the Board o f  
M anagement consents to the participation o f  X  Special School in this research project.
Signature: 




Appendix J: Letter to principal of special school requesting consent to conduct research
N ovem ber 24th, 2009.
RE: Research for EdD
Dear Principal,
I am a lecturer in special educational needs in St. A ngela’s College, S ligo and am  
currently a participant on the Doctorate in Education (EdD) programme in St. Patrick’s 
College, Drumcondra. A s part o f  this programme, I am carrying out research in the area o f  
special education during this school year. The aim o f  the research study is to investigate the 
reasons w hy pupils transfer from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with m ild  
general learning disabilities. The study will investigate the reasons pupils transfer from the 
perspectives o f  principals, teachers, parents and the pupils them selves. It is hoped that the 
research w ill highlight the experiences o f  all those involved in the transfer process and in 
turn, raise awareness o f  the issues participants consider to be o f  relevance am ongst the wider 
educational community.
I would be very grateful i f  you would consider the participation o f  your school in this 
research project. The research methods include focus group and individual interviews. A  
focus group interview would involve parents and individual interviews would involve you, as 
principal, and a small number o f  parents, teachers and pupils. It is envisaged that these w ould  
take place between the end o f  January and February 2010.
Data collection in the form o f  interviews w ill be conducted at the convenience o f  
schools and participants. One focus group interview for parents w ill take approximately forty  
five to sixty m inutes to conduct. Participants w ill be invited to take part in a follow -up  
individual interview at their convenience. Individual interviews w ill take approximately  
thirty to forty five m inutes to conduct. It is hoped that a small number o f  pupils w ill be  
invited to participate with the consent o f  their parents/guardians. Pupils must be aged tw elve  
or over, and be accompanied by a trusted adult for the duration o f  the interview.
Participation in this study is voluntary and any school or participant has the right to 
withdraw from the study at any stage before its com pletion. A ll interviews w ill be recorded 
but no person, other than I, w ill have access to recordings. Recordings w ill be deleted on
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completion o f  the research project. N o school or person w ill be nam ed in any recording or 
written draft o f  the research project.
I hope you w ill consider the participation o f  your school in this research. I have 
included a summary o f  research questions and methods. I would be happy to v isit the school 
to discuss the research process in more detail and answer any questions you m ay have in 
relation to the proposed research. I have included telephone and email contact details below. 
I look forward to hearing from you.
Yours sincerely,
Pauline Kerins





Appendix K: Letter requesting principal of special school participation in interview
I am a student on the Doctorate in Education programme in St. Patrick’s College, 
Drumcondra and as part o f  the requirements o f  this programme, w ill be conducting research 
in the area o f  special education. The aim o f  the proposed research is to investigate the 
reasons w hy som e pupils transfer from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with  
m ild general learning disabilities. It is hoped that this research w ill highlight the experiences 
and perspectives o f  all those involved in this process, particularly parents/guardians, teachers 
and the pupils them selves. Your experience is considered to be o f  great value and it is hoped 
that, by sharing these experiences, there w ill be greater awareness o f  the issues you consider 
to be o f  relevance amongst the wider educational community.
I would be very grateful i f  you would consider participating in this research project. 
Participation w ill involve taking part in an interview with m e, as researcher. The interview  
w ill be recorded but no other person, other than I, w ill have access to the recording. The 
recording w ill be deleted on completion o f  the project. N o school or person w ill be named in 
any recording, draft or text o f  the research project. The interview w ill be arranged at a time 
and location which is m ost convenient for you.
Y ou have the right to withdraw consent at any stage even after signing the consent form. On 
com pletion o f  the interview, you are invited to v iew  the transcript o f  the recording i f  you so 
wish. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact m e at the number or email 




Appendix L: Criteria for pupil participation:
1. Pupils m ust be at least 12 years old.
2. Pupils must have transferred from mainstream schools within a period o f  one to three 
years
3. Pupils m ust consent to being interviewed
4. Parents/guardians must also consent to interviews.
5. W here there are a number o f  eligible pupils, they should not have transferred from the 
same mainstream school
6. If there is sufficient representation o f  boys and girls then both should be included i f  
possible
7. Pupils have a m ild general learning disability. Pupils m ay also have additional needs.
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Appendix M: Letter requesting participation of teacher in special school
Dear Teacher,
I am a lecturer in education in St. Angela’s C ollege, Sligo and I am currently conducting 
research as part o f  a doctorate in education. The aim o f  the research is to investigate the 
reasons w hy som e pupils transfer from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with  
mild general learning disabilities. It is hoped that this research w ill highlight the experiences 
and perspectives o f  all those involved in this process, particularly parents/guardians, teachers 
and the pupils them selves. Your experience is considered to be o f  great value and it is hoped  
that, by sharing these experiences, there w ill be greater awareness o f  the issues you consider 
to be o f  relevance am ongst the wider educational community.
I would be very grateful i f  you would consider participating in this research project. 
Participation w ill involve taking part in an interview. The discussion w ill be recorded but no 
other person, other than I, w ill have access to the recording. The recording w ill be deleted on 
com pletion o f  the project. N o school or person w ill be named in any recording, draft or text 
o f  the research project.
The interview w ill be conducted at your convenience and w ill take approximately 30 to 45  
minutes. Interviews can be conducted by telephone or at a venue o f  your choosing.
Y ou have the right to withdraw consent at any stage even after signing the consent form. On 
com pletion o f  the interview, you are invited to v iew  the transcript o f  the recording i f  you so 
wish. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact m e at the number or email 







M y name is Pauline Kerins and I am a lecturer in special education in St. A ngela’s College, 
Sligo. I am carrying out research in the area o f  special education during this year as part o f  a 
doctorate in education.
The aim o f  the research is to investigate the reasons w hy som e pupils transfer from 
mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with m ild general learning difficulties. It is 
hoped that this research w ill highlight the experiences and view s o f  all those involved in this 
process, particularly parents/guardians, teachers and the pupils them selves.
Your experience o f  mainstream schools, and special schools, is considered to be o f  great 
value and it is hoped that, by sharing these experiences, there w ill be greater awareness o f  the 
issues you consider to be o f  relevance amongst the wider educational community.
I have been granted permission by the principal to ask parents o f  pupils with m ild general 
learning difficulties, who have transferred from mainstream schools to St. x ’s, i f  they would  
consider taking part in this study.
Participation w ill involve taking part in an interview based on issues you, as a 
parent/guardian, consider important to this topic. The discussion w ill be recorded but no other 
person, other than I, w ill have access to the recording. The recording w ill be deleted on 
completion o f  the study. N o school or person will be named at any stage o f  the study.
The interview w ill take place at a time and venue o f  your choice. Interviews can take place  
over the telephone i f  you prefer. The interview will take between 30 and 45 minutes in total.
Y ou have the right to withdraw consent at any stage even after signing the consent form. Y ou  
m ay view  the transcript o f  the recording i f  you so wish.
If you would like to take part in this study please sign the enclosed form and return to m e in 
the envelope provided. Y ou m ay contact m e directly at the number listed below . Thank you.
Yours sincerely,







My name is Pauline Kerins and I am a lecturer in special education in St. A ngela’s 
College, Sligo. I am carrying out a research project with four special schools as part o f  a 
doctorate in education. I am looking at the reasons why pupils with m ild general learning 
difficulties transfer from mainstream to special schools. I hope that this research w ill be o f  
benefit to m e in m y work with teachers and to the wider educational comm unity including 
pupils, parents and teachers.
The school principal has given me permission to ask som e o f  the teachers, parents and 
pupils in X  School to take part in this research. I feel that the view s o f  the pupils in special 
schools like X  School are very important and should be included in this research. I would be 
very grateful i f  you w ould allow  me to talk your child. This interview w ill take place in the 
school and there w ill be other pupils and an SNA present. The interview w ill take no more 
than thirty minutes in total.
The interview will be taped but I am the only person w ho w ill have access to the 
recording. N o child’s name w ill be used or written down at any stage o f  this project. A ll 
recordings w ill be deleted on completion o f  the research project.
Y ou can withdraw your child from the research project at any time, even after signing  
the consent form. Your child can withdraw from this project at any tim e also.
If you are happy for your child to talk to m e, please sign the attached form and send it 
back to (Principal) by M onday 26th o f  April. If you have any questions, I can be contacted at 
the number below .
Yours sincerely,





Appendix P: Letter to pupils requesting assent to participate 
Dear_____________________ ,
My name is Pauline and I am coming to visit your school o n ___________ (day).
I will be talking to some boys and girls in your school.
I hope you will talk to me too and tell me about your school.
We will be talking about all the things you do at school, and about your friends 
and teachers.
We will also talk a little about the school you used to go to before you came 
here.
I will be asking you about some of the things you did at your old school and 
about your friends and teachers there too.
I hope you will be happy to talk to me for a little while when I come to your 
school.
I am really looking forward to talking to you.
I will be writing down some of things you tell me and using them to write a story 
about your school but I will not tell anyone your name or write your name in the 
story.
If you want to tell me about your school, that is great, but if you don't want to 
talk about it, that is ok too.
(named adult)_____________ will stay with us while we are having a chat.
From
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Appendix Q: Pupil’s Consent Form
Dear Pauline,
I got your letter and I know why you want to talk to me. 
I will talk to you today.
(Adult)_________________is here too.




Appendix R: Imported Transcripts
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Appendix T: Emerging categories and themes within each case
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Appendix U : Merging and comparison of categories and themes across cases
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Appendix V: Themes linked to research questions
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Appendix W: Generating proposition statements
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4 |  curriculum and academic dlfficul j
The children woiddn ’t  have the same academic achievem ent level as your mains, 
the reading and w riting skills would be slightly less
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I suppose they are just not able to keep up with the class and they' are falling behind and they 
are not able to fit in with file special class, you know the estra input that they might 
get in a special class is not enough, they are still not able to keep up and their reading 
ages are a  lot lower that they average in the class. So their reading and maths they 
______ would certainly be falling behind on.
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Appendix X: Merging themes across cases
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